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FOREWORD 


Veliat is teaching? Is it like being an actor, ora substitute pearerik, cir jail 
worded, ae ostellectual, ar serene, oer Friel? Mary leeks baewe tried bo 
uxplain whiak bewghers der arid vehat schools are, There are any riurikaer gf 
bowks that seck to introduce prospective keachers bo teaching, schosatds, and 
cihacation. And among the many tithes is astonishing varicty. Stall, itis a rare 
book that succeeds in describing the raw texture. atmosphere, and fecling— 
that sense of life, if you will—that is found in all schools. 

In #80) Stowe 2 Year Stuart Palonsky effers his readers a vivicdl descriptian 
of his experience teaching—the daily routine, beredem and anxieties, and 
moments of jov. Palonsky has a gift for capturios the ambitions, frustrations, 
and compremises that envelop schoo! life. And Turther, he raises important 
gueslions about the leaching life. 

Agyone who is a leacher, plans toa become ane, or wanls bo know sere 
about education should read this book. Allod us have spent considerable time 
in schools as stucents, hve have all experienced much of what Palorisky 
deserites, but have rarely driven a coherenk picture oF qurexpertences, [1s 
His author's richmess of deta, talent For weaving Hee deta) ite Larges cor 
texts, amd dively writing style thet make thas en oeniunenthy ceaheble aril 


insightful book, 





lack L. Nelsen 
Bailgers University 


PREFACE 


YOO Shows w Year is a field study of public school teaching written from the 
Perspective cf a classroum teacher. The book details the events cf ene schol 
year, from athletics to school politics, and recounts a full range of teaching 
and classroom experiences. The purpese of the book is to describe what it is 
like to be a teacher from the teachers’ point of view, and explain why it is 
that teachers behave as they do 

Wetween 1982 and 184, | worked as a high school bleacher in a small 
suburban cammunily in the Sew York mebrapolitan anca. The cominunily is 
referred ta as Oldham, but that name, like all the others in this back, is a 
petudenyin designed ta groteck the privacy of the teachers, students, ani 
school officials. The withing Focuses on my Arst year in te school, Thdeseribes 
the wey in whieh Twas intervie for the position, the processes Ey welich 
Tewas groomed For the job. and the problems anal pleasures | ex pervenied in 
the classragm. Pyhile the bowk gs critical, itis generally sepportive oF teachers, 
and it retains mare than a fragile Faith for the future of public elucetion 

[Ina previous ficld study, ] spent feur months as a participant observer in 
ahigh schecl. linvestigated the nature of student groups and student imterac- 
tions by taking the role ef a student, attending class and looking at the schoel 
through the students’ eyes. This experience led ta an appreciation of field 
research as a methodology lor generaling an insider's perspective of behavier 
in complex social institutions (Palonsky, (925). Taking the role of one ol the 
iclors in a social sHualion enables the researcher booesperience cle world vas 
Lhe subjecks BS perenne ond be explain belnavicn diam a share, orn y 
construcked seb of social undershindings. 

The unique perspective of the public sclocl teacher had becane a artes iris, 
personal concern Aldtlough | had been in the feld oF cubacatran For caskitees 
years, Dad met been a Full-tirwe public school teacher other than For the frst 
Four veers, al [bad begun bo feel thot [bed lest touch with velist yeas gore 
anim the werking lives of teachers. Sty ower experience in sells yeas ma 
lanper sufficient to understand the teachers’ point wf view, ancl the public 
school teachers with whem [ had contact regulacly remindesl me of it. They 
would sametinies discount my views af public cclucation, tewntiog mc with, 
“fou people From the university don’t understand the real world of the 
classragm! When are you soins ta leave your ivery bowers and get autin the 
trenches?” 

Tao many of the teachers ] encountered in my graduate classes and those 
with wham [worked while supervising student teachers secmed numbed by 
their jobs, (3ften, they were not well read; they were not inclined tu experi- 
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ment with teaching methedelegy: and they were discouraging to the student 
teachers with whom thoy worked. often asking them: “Are you sure you 
want to go inte teaching? Why don'tayou so inte business oc apply te law 
school? IFT had it te do all aver again... 

Che university at which [ taught was a Fairly selective state university. The 
education departinent was more sclective, establishing minimum grade point 
and ather admission criteria above those stipulated by the wniversily. Many 
af the students who were planning lo become teachers were among the 
brightest students in the school. The faculty believed that if there were more 
teathers such as those we were preparing, pultlic schools would be dranriati- 
cally improved: seme even took to calling the students “chansee apents.” 

The university hed been the recipient of a small scholarship Furd car- 
marked for teacher education students. Each wear the Faculty selected three 
ar four students wha, durira: their undergraduate years, bad demonstrated 
Unusual promise For secondary schoal teaching. Each of the students received 
acash award and a written commendation from the department. An informal 
lallow-upt study of the award recipients suggested some problems. ALL al 
Hhase whi> head weanled lo gel teaching jabs had been successful, and many 
lied real well-respected lew York are schools, Duk within to ar three 
yours mere than @C percent had voluntarily beth the fell Any group of briehe, 
talented people could be expected tu have great pob mobility anil many daars 
apen te them, ancl itis unreasonable te assume thatit woul mot be lificull 
to retain the highest caliker of employee in many jobs. The majerity of the 
university award recipients, however, indicated that they were mat seduced 
inte other fieids ar graduate schools as much as they were pushed out of 
leaching. They said that they had left teaching due lo dissalisfactions with 
the job, rather than the lore ad ether cancers 

They sugested that there wes something about the nature of the jab and 
the school environment that detracted fram theie teaching, and demeaned 
their efforts, Sanne cam plaimicsl abet Elie Jew pele. Others expressed cube 
il the jrubvlix reLetiors muitiook, uP vaelmuinrstraaburs wedi Were Janay mn cerned 
Wilh icstouction than with enhancing the image of the schol A few oF the 
more embitiqus students complained about the limited apportunity For Gurecr 
Adverncoment and all ef them lamented the loneliness anil iseletion oF the pob 
and teak exception to the public’s nation that teaching was easy werk. 

Riy former shuddents invited me ie return te public schogl teaching te 
Paaming For myself the nature ef the job and its preblems. This weitici: is thie 
result of that examination. The beok is designed for use in courses in wlucis- 
tian at both the undercraduate and graduate levels. [t should be of interest 
ta these at the beginning level who are considering whether or net they 
should become teachers as well as by those practitioners enrolled in graduate 
courses in administration, supervisian, and curriculum whe are interested in 
school imsipreecmme4n. 

The description of teaching and the behaviur vf teachers is found in 
Chapters Ore through Six; an analysis of teaching i in Chapter Seven, The 
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appendix contains a description cf the research methodology and an explana- 
tion of how U constructed this study, Some readecs might find it helprul to 
réad the appendix betore beginning the data chapters. 

Darn graleJul to Lhe lallowing people for reading and commenting an early 
dralts of the manuscript; Anthony Dibattista, Jim Farrell, Rosemary Genova, 
Mike Huff, Roberta Ellen Schick, Bok Silverman, and lita Silvera, 
Byree ial word oF hanks For the careful criticisms oF Ken Carlsen and Khaike 
Carte and tlie ETS hel pe eee ty ine fack, elsury cree’ ry eiturs at Eoaneurn 
Hause. [have tried boa represent al] the ewents ana clarecters forkliFully, TF] 
have failed, Dam solely respomsible. 


Stuart B. Palensky 


CONTENTS 


POREWARD F 


PREFACE Vit 


1. Welcome to Oldham High 3 


2. First Day, First Impressions 71 

3% The Grind 47 

4. Faculty and Staff 84 

5. Teachers and Students 113 

6 Power, Politics, and Athletics = 139 
% Summary and Conclusions 171 


APPENDING METIIOGOLOGY Fo 
REFERENCES 2itt 


INDEX oth 


900 SHOWS A YEAR 
A LOOK AT TEACHING 

FROM A TEACHER'S SIDE 

OF THE DESK 


CRES> 


— 


WELCOME TO 
OLDHAM HIGH 


Oldham Hieh Scheol is a two-story building. lt is simple and architec- 
turally undistinguished. From the outenle, it is casily recognized as a 
suburban public school. It has a pray brick Facade, orange deors, a 
faculty parking lot Alled with old cars, a Aagpole, and a circular drive- 
wavy, Students said they liked the building, but initially they had 
found it forbidding. Large chimneys sugsested a Factory, they said, 
and the black-framed, dark-tinted thermal glass mace it dithcult to see 
inside the school, giving it a somewhat ominous appearance. 

An unlocked side door brought me inte a nearly erpty hallway of 
about 150 feet in length. There were only three peaple in the hall, Two 
women teachers were questioning a young, tearful student who had 
her back to a wall of oranpe-colored lockers. 

“Did you or did you net smoke that cigarette?” asked one. 

“You know the rules," said the other. “If you smoke, you're of the 
team, no more cheerleader!” 

The teachers, [ learned afterward, were the advisers to the cheer- 
leading squad, and they earned about $1,000 extra pay for this jab, 

“Well, did you or didn’t your" 

“Just tell the truth.” 

The girl did not respond. She was blond, blue-eyed, and pretty. 
Her cheerleading gutht—immuaculate letter sweater, short skirt, and 
white sncakers—had no doubt inspired many athletes. She continued 
to sob but offered no denials or defense avainst the charge. She ap- 
peared toe know that if she confessed to smoking, she would be sum- 
marily excluded from a privileged caste and become the high school 
equivalent of a social pariah, Rather than say anything, she cried. Her 
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crying was an act of contrition which, with luck, could get her off with 
only a reprimand and a stern warning. 

The cheerleader paid no attention to me, but the teachers looked 
me over and made a quick assessment. ] might have been a parent, a 
school board member, a civil rights attorney looking for a client, or a 
member of the ethics committee of the National Association of Hizh 
School Cheerleader Advisers, if such an organization existed. In Fact, 
they had nothing to fear. [was not there to protect errant cheerleaders, 
Thad a job interview with the principal. [ was certified te teach sacial 
ehudies, a subject poorly rewarded by students and school officials 
alike. [knew that tt would be hard enough to interest the students in 
my subject five times a day, but watching the cheerleader advisers 
reminded me that teaching involved much more. 

Oldham High had 1,200 students, most of whom seemed to be well 
cared for ancl well-dressed. At Hrst glance, not only the cheerleader, 
but all the students looked to be bland, with very straight noses. One 
teacher, himself a white Protestant, described (idham as a “preppy 
WASP enclave” in the heart of the ethnic Northeast, Another teacher 
claimed there were more alligators on the chests of the students than 
there were in the Florida Everglades. On that first day, the school 
looked pleasant. The Moors were covered with a reddish-brown, in- 
tlustrial-wrade carpet that complemented the orange lockers and the 
blue doors af the classrooms. The halls were painted an off-white, and 
they were clean. There were no art galleries or exhibits of sculpture 
ar painting, no reproductions, no photographs, no artwork of any 
kind, but it was early in the year. Many classrooms had not been 
decoraled; student artwork was not yet displayed; and there were no 
exhibits of student projects. After a few months, the school would 
reflect the talents and tastes of the students ard teachers. 

The bell rang loudly, amd the halls were instantly filled with ani- 
mated, fresh-looking kids just back From summer vacation, with new 
clothes and new stories to tell old friends, They seemed relaxed and 
happy, and their conversations were [filled with quiet, restrained 
politenesses: “Excuse me.” “Thank you.” “Have a good day.” “How's 
yout horse?” “(Going to dance class?” “Pretty dress.” “Who do you 
have for English Did you hear about Kim?’ “Kristin and Scott 
broke up, can you believe it? They were practically married!” “Did 
you see the Porsche Tod was driving? Is that his or his Father's?" “Give 
mea break.” Not everyone in the school was wealthy, WASPy, ane 
pampered, but it was a place where you would expect to ind more 
Multies ancl Buthes than touphies. 

With seme directions from the cheerleader advisers, | Found my 
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way to the main office. [t was located off a central lobby area, and it 
housed an assistant principal, the director of athletics, the coordinator 
of student activities, a receptionist, two secretaries, and the principal. 
The receptionist was Friendly and helpful. She shared an open space 
office with the principal's secretary and thie assistant principal's secre- 
tary. Their office was neat and Functional, equipped with the gray stecl 
desks and fling cabinets commen te public institutiens. Qn one wall 
was a Picasso print next to a framed colonial street scene. On the 
opposite wall was a set of cubbyhole mailboxes for the teachers and 
a digital master time clock that could be set to the nearest hundredth 
of a second, but which was then, and always would be, 3 minutes 
faster than local-time. My eves scanned the room fora lime clock for 
the teachers, and [ was relieved nol to find one. 

The secretaries were separated From the main lobby area by a 
aliding transparent partition atop a waist-bigh wall, Because they 
could be seen readily by the students, the secretaries were net allowed 
th smoke cigarettes or drink coffee at their desks. The secretaries could 
smoke in a small workroam located at the rear of the office. The 
workroom contained a duplicating machine, coffeepot, sink, and a 
locked walk-in vault in which school supplies were shored. There was 


one yellowed sign tacked up amid the standard school notices: 


‘The objective al all dedicated employees should be lo thoroughly analyse 
all situations, anticipate all problems prior bo ther occurrence, have an 
swers for Lhese problems, and move swillly to salve these problems when 
called upon. 

However ,, . When you are up te wour eyeballs in allisators, ib 0 
diticulé *o rersiriel yourselt thak wsLe? Tibial qliypectiee vers to rate the 


See aie. 


Three plastic alligators were nailed alongside. The receptionist noticed 
me reading the signs. 

"Vt griginally said “up to your ass in alliators’ but they made us 
change it; you never know who could come in here and be offended 
by ik.” 

Ismiled and told her that it looked a Jittle anti-preppy te have dead 
alligators on the wall, 

“Cindy a little.” she said with a conspiratorial wink as she ushered 
me into the short, narrow passageway leading to the principal's office. 
Passing under a sivn that read “Students check with secretary before 
acing beyond this paint,” we walked by the small, windowless, and 
rather dack offices of the assistant principal, the athletic director, and 
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the coordinater of athletics. The principal's office had two windows, 
but the view was cbscured by pine trees growing clase to the building, 
There was a large desk set in the Far corner, two or three chairs, a black 
simulated leather couch, and a small bookcase containing several 
loaseleat binders and books on public school evaluation and supervi- 
SOIL. 

Cal Bullinger was just beginning his second year as principal, and 
he did not yet have tenure. He came from behind his desk, shook my 
hand cordially, and invited me to take ane of the armchairs. 

(Cal was about 64", very thin, and in his late Forties. A three-piece 
sulil, starched white shirt, and clase-cropped hair gave him the appear- 
ance of a business executive, Tis openness, blond hair, and bland 
accent casily betrayed his midwestern backpround. His father had 
been a gladiola Farmer in Illinois, and Cal had attended public schools 
before entering college in Michigan. He was a music major in a con- 
cervative, church-athhated school in the western part of the state, and 
laler he was graduated from the University of Michigan with a mas- 
ter’s degree in educational administration. 

The Oldham teachers enjoyed repeating stories about Cal's ad- 
ministrative histary in other schools. According to one story, while Cal 
observed a class discussion of Renaissance art, the teacher projected 
a slide ef Michelangelo’s “Ttavid" on the wall. In his observation 
report, Cal noted that the students had participated in the class and 
the teacher had met the targeted objectives, but he suggested that the 
slide of David may not have becn appropriate for use in public schools. 
The teacher whe told me the stery stiogk his head in disbelief, won- 
dering how his own teaching would be interpreted. Another teacher 
sdid that any nudity made Cal uncomfortable, “If Cal had his way,” 
he said, “the Football team would be made to shower with their uni- 
Forms on,” 

Cal’s experience as principal at Oldham added to the teachers® 
repertoire of apocrypha. In the middle of a school day, one of the 
urinals in the boys’ lavatory an the main floor sprang a leak, Hooded 
the lobby, and sherted out the school's electricity. School was dis- 
rissed for the day. Cal was one of the first ta arrive at the scene. 
Attempting te stem the flow of water, he put his finger in the broken 
pipe as water soaked his suit. Because of his Dutch ancestry, teachers 
teased (al, asking him if he thought that he was the Dutch boy of 
legend who put his finger in the dike. “Yeah, [ guess T thought I was 
Peter Stuyvesant,” he said, blushing. 

Dunne the interview, Cal and 1 talked a bit about the Midwest, 
where ] had done graduate work, and about sports. Cal told me he was 
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a former Basketball coach, but claimed that he was net especially 
enamored of high school athletics. He said that physical education 
teachers had things “too easy” because they did not have papers to 
take home or academic content to present. He supeested ihe reason 
why so many physical education teachers became school principals 
was that they had more time than other teachers to take graduate 
courses im administration. He said that he wanted to require all physi- 
cal education teachers to coach at least two sports te keep them busy. 
Cal spoke well, but he was defensive about his academic ability, and 
apologized for not being an intellectual. “I'm not a scholar,” he said, 
“Sust plain al’ Cal. Just a high school principal.” He gigeled self- 
consciously, shuHled his Feet and rearranged his long legs. 

We chatted amiably about my former teaching and school ex peri- 
ences. Cal asked me if 1 thought [ could handle ninth graders after 
teaching at universities Fur the previous tem years. ] explained that | 
had been teaching education courses and [ looked forward to the 
comlent and rigor of ninth-grade social studies. We laughed; we pot 
along. Qur first impressions af each other were good, He would recom- 
mend me for the job. 1 thought { could work For him. 

lt was a very short interview: we iid little oF substance to discuss. 
He did not ask me what | had read or written, and we did not talk 
about the problems of teaching in general or the needs of this schol 
in particular. Jt was the second week of school and any reasanably 
competent candidate would have looked good, but | wondered how he 
was judging my competence. As the principal, he could not be ex- 
pected te assess every candidate's knowledge of subject or methodal- 
ogy; there are tog many disparate Helds taught in high school to expect 
that. (al could mot assess the extent te which ] had the skill or kmowl- 
edge necessary to be a good social studies teacher, but he could deter- 
mine if [would At in with the other teachers or present a threat ta him 
or the community. ] was wearing a lie, blue blazer, and dan slacks; my 
hair and beard were trimmed. But | worried that my black boots with 
pointy toes made me appear too ethnic or too urban. 

After about fifteen minutes, we were joined by Troy Thayer, the 
superviser of the social studies department. Troy had been the depart- 
ment chair at another high schol in the district, and when that school 
withdrew to form its own district, state regulations permitted Troy to 
come to Oldham. Gecause Troy's supervisory certificate had been 
granted earlier than that of the person who held the position at Old- 
ham, the state ruled the job belonged to Troy. The man Troy replaced 
was generally considered by the Oldham faculty to be of unusual 
talents and abilitics, one of the outstanding leaders in education in that 
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part of the state, they claimed. The teachers complained that Troy had 
foreed a better man out of his job, and there was some residual resent- 
ment he had te endure. The fecmer supervisor became a teacher in 
Troy's department, but within two years he left the district. 

While he was with his former school, Troy had contacted me at the 
university bo clo secdie inservice!’ workshops for teachers in his district, 
Troy and | had spoken for a few minutes after my inservice presenta- 

tan and [remembered having been impressed by him. I recalled Troy 

as being knowledgeable about teaching and sincere. Before Troy 
joined us, Cal expressed some personal dissatisfaction with him. “He's 
really a cies puy with alot oF prand ideas,” Cal said, gesturing in the 
air as if he were conducting a concert, “but he’s terribly disorganized 
and scattered. Tle starts a milhon things in the beginning of the 
year and never finishes any of them. Now, I don’t want this to 
leave this office, but if you get the job, fd like you to keep an eye 
en Tray.” 

The idea of spying on someone toward whom |] was favorably 
predisposed did nol appeal to me, and [ was mot sure if this was not 
just some clever new interview trick administrators used to test the 
applicant's loyalky or ethics. | was confused and uncomfortable, ane 
l mumbled something that Cal interpreted as aceedenee. | did not 
corTeck him. 

Troy Thayer was a tall, nice-looking man in his late thirties who, 
other than his 1960s-style sideburns, dressed in a manner that fit in 
well at Oldham High: spert jacket, blue button-down shirt, a red knit 
tic, tan cotton slacks, and topsiders. Troy erected me cordially, but he 
appeared somewhat uneasy. This was not ty be a typical interview for 
him. | had heard about the job informally through a Friend and former 
student who was now amember of the Oldham social studies depart- 
ment. ] had not tilled out the stancard application forms or supplied 
transcripts, but they needed a quick replacement For a teacher who 
resiencel just days befare school opened, leaving five classes and 130 
students needing instruction, 

It Tray had had the luxury of time, Lam sure he would have asked 
Ine some of the questions from the standard interview sheet he later 
showed me, For example, 


‘nservier typually refers br those fwooor three days during the school yew designed be inpreve 
the quality ob ore fiom fey toying. teat bers distin tig “eset” froin universities bell ther abet 
the Licest wulueational fad or finding, Phecuniversily people rarely have any enderstanding of the 
probleme a’ the show! onthe corngorns af The teachers. They ceme inet at ihe teachers’ request, 
but ct the ineeitanon of the principelar superviser Al best, inservice days provide teachers with 
(break in tae teachiog eat wind actwrce te catia an paperwork as they losten bo the 
pptakers. Ab pore, they cemyunee teachers That (here is net help bor their problems oulside eheir 
ben Souices Poche enioved inservice 251 presenter, | woul like i less as parte the audience. 
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L. Is at true that there are really oo “new ideas” in education? 

2. Are you more comforteble teaching in the cognitive domain or the 
affective dora? 

3. Shout we work tooreduce teacher talk in the clissrocee? 

4. What kind of thinking: dle wou promotes 


Instead, we discussed the nature of the social studies program. The 
freshmen teok something called the fundamentals of social studies, 
which was a multidisciplinary social science course designed to intro- 
duce students to social inquiry and selected concepts from history, 
psychology, sociology, economics, geography, political science, and 
anthropology. This approach was a leftover From the curriculum re- 
Forms af the 1980s, but it sounded interesting to me, ever thoueh | 
Teally did not know if Teould teach high schol freshmen. My prewinus 
experience in high schoo] had been with juniors and seniors, 

It was mol entirely clear al the lime of the interview what other 
courses were open. | had a general social studies teaching certificate 
that permitted me to teach all the courses offered by the clepartaent, 
intluding Western civilization, American history, sacielagy, political 
science, and psychology. My Farmer bberal arts colleagues at the uni- 
versity were astounded that wave would know all these fields well 
enough ta teach them. | assured them that ] was only certified by the 
state to teach, not necessarily qualitied to do so. No other member of 
the social studies departinent wanted to teach the fundamentals 
course, so ] would bo the new “Fundies” teacher, as the freshmen 
students were called. Troy indicated that although there were not 
enough books for all the students and the curriculum was a little 
vague, there was a great deal of latitude and limitless possibilities for 
instruction. Troy told me that A-level freshmen, a homogeneous 
erouping oF the best and brightest, could handle very difficult reading 
material. He said that be had once used copies of the Allegory of the 
Cave to have students consider the nature of reality. 

According ty the parable, men, who have been bound and impris- 
aned for most of their lives, are able to see only the shadows of persans 
and objects projected on a wall from a fire behind them. They hear 
human voices, but see only the shadows and nol Lhe people who cast 
them. As the imprisoned men are betrayed by their senses, they con- 
clude that the shadows are real and capable of speech and thought. 
The reading is often used to distinguish between the reality of the 
material world of appearances, as perceived through the senses, and 
the reality of the world of ideas, as perceived through the intellect, Tt 
seemed like an interesting way to engage students in a discussion of 
metaphysics, and |] began to think that it might be fun to teach fresh- 
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mien. C toll Troy that [was surprised to hear that tourteen-year-olds 
cetuldl Traridle hate. 

“ato?” Clal imterruptedl for the first time. “Plate wrote that? Gee, 
Him glad to hear that the kids are reading Plato," 

Trey did net comment, and he excused himself to teach a class 
after telling Cal that lbad his support. As [thanked Troy, Cal hastily 
scvibblisl directions to the ethee of the superintendent of schools. 

“T think youll be fine tor the job,” (al teld me, “but there is one 
mere thing.” 

“Whal’s thar’ 

“Coaching. [aul said that you could coach wrestling.” 

Paul was the person wlio had recenumenited me for the job, and 
he had probably added the stery about coaching to burnish my image 
and make me ao more attractive candidate. 

“VT did coach wrestling,” [told Cal, “but that was fourteen years 
ago. le wrestling co-ed now because of Tithe Pai” 

fa) huuhed, but he would mot bet me ett the book. 

“Dhave ne reservations abouk recommending vou to lr. Sabo, the 
superintendent, but tt would help if you could coach... [ mean 
would coach,” be corrected himself. “) know you can coach.” 

J eroaned. My wrestling experience was limited and decidedly 
micclicerc, ane [told Cal about it in the hepe that the teuth would set 
mit Prac. 

“Paul said that you were a state champ,” he said. 

“DT cannot imasine what state that could be,” [ told Cal, “Tt must 
have been the state of prevaricalion.” 

lil had told Paul that [had been a state champ of any kind, it was 
probably a case oF Fatled humor. Debtor joked that curt my freshman 
ver ab oolleee, | had been undefeated, untied, and unscered upen as 
an uitercollegiate wrestler in dual meet competition, ] usually paused 
for ecHect, and just as people would begin be question this unheard-of 
Feat, lsveuld hasten to add that [ had wrestled only one match that 
aosan, won dk by forfeit, and soon after quit the team, Perhaps | had 
Forsoltoen to add thas diselainuer whe ] had told the story ta Paul 

] promised Cal that | weuld think about coaching. As | left the 
office, the receptionist teld me [aul would like ta see me before | 
ehh. Twas aoxious te tell him how oy interviews were propressiiiy, 
wet some dulvice before my final interview: with the superintendent, 
and perhaps trey out a few flying drap-kicks on him, but Cal tela me 
that ] did mot have time; Or, Srabo was expecting me in ten min- 
utes, 

The superintendent's office was adjacent to the only ether school 
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in the district, another grade 4-12 high school. Oldham Fligh was part 
of the Oldham-Webster Repional High Schoo] District, which re 
ceived students [rom four separate kindergarten to grade 8 school 
districts, cach with its awn superintendent, board of education, anel 
curricula. WWhile the kindergarten to grade 12 district is the mest com- 
mon, there were thirty-two other high school districts in the state. 
Svabo would later tell me the district was very proud of the Fact 
that although it ranked fourteenth in equalized valuation per pupil 
(S187,000), it ranked twenty-second in expenditures per pupil 
($3,200) among the high school districts in the state? In other werdls, 
it was a wealthy school district that was proudly parsimonious. 

Rian Seabo'’s office was located in a small red building that also 
contained the oafices of two assistant superintendents, the business 
manaper, and a small secretarial and clerical staff. The building, had 
been designed as a temporary structure, but it was becoming more 
permanent each year, as there were mo imunmediate plans te replace it. 
Lr. Sxabo had a corner oefhieu smaller than Cal Bullonger’s ofice at the 
high school. There was inexpensive wood paneling on the walls, and 
the office furniture had begun to fray, Szabo, as they said in the 
district, had worked his way up throush the ranks. Fle had been an 
English and social studies teacher, a guidance counselor, a directer of 
guidance, a high school principal, ancl an aasistunt superiotendent of 
echools before landing his current position. Along the way, he bad 
eaTned master’s deyrees in school administration and wuidance, and he 
had recently completed a doctorate in educational administration at 
the state university. 

Ron Szabo was born in one of the state's small cities. His Father was 
a municipal employer, and Stabe described his backgrounel as being 
lower middle class. The oklest of three children, he was the Arst person 
in his family to attend college. He chose the state university, which 
was Jess than ten miles From his home, Ele described himself as ambi- 
tidus, easily bored after several years at one job, and anxious to move 
on and up in the field of education. Szabe's doctoral disserlation ex 
plored the reasons why teachers leave the classroom to become school 
aciministraters. He conducted a survey of teachers and ackministraters 
in the state, and concluded that many teachers leave the classroom 
because of job dissatisfaction; needs critical te their personal sense oF 
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themselves as eHective teachers were not able to be satisfied in the 
classroom. [t was possible to make teachers Feel better about their jobs 
and themselves, he wrote, if they°were given greater opportunity to 
make decisions and assume the responsibilities typically reserved for 
administrators. 

Svabo exuded a low-keyed charm and a pleasant manner. He was 
tall anel trirn, with silver gray hair, a self-confident handshake, and a 
warm smile. He conducted a relaxed interview, asking some general 
questions about sactal studies and team teaching and school discipline, 
Iwas no longer concerned about difficult questions, No one would ask 
me about books or articles in the fields of education, history, or social 
eclence; no one would challenge me to compare various schools of 
historiography, ar ask whether T preferred to teach sociology as a 
“corflict thearist™ or as a “structural-functionalist.” Noone would ask 
me to submit toa battery of personality tests to see if | was suited for 
the job, [was not asked te meet with the school psychologist, nor was 
this ordinarily required of job aspirants, 

After a few minules, we were joined by Dr, Krystyna Mokowski, 
the assistant superintendent For curriculum ane instruction. Dr. 
Mokowski had clirect responsibility for what was taught in the schools 
and For the quality of the instruction. The various principals had little 
control over these areas. At the building level, curriculum and insgtruc- 
tion were the responsibility of the subject supervisors, who reported 
to Miokowski. She also played a direct role in the supervision of 
teachers, Gy state law, every teacher who was considered for tenure 
must have his or her teaching observed directly by someone from the 
superintendent's office. Svabo chose net te observe teachers and dele- 
gated this task to Mokowski. The Oldham-Wrebster district had a 
reputation as a place im which it was dificult te pet tenure. In the 
upcoming academic year, four teachers would be denied tenure at 
Oldham High, including twe in areas in which there were nationwide 
shortages; math and science. Dr. Mokowski had a strong hand in all 
these decisions, 

Teachers said that her classroom observations caused preat anxiety. 
The observations were typically unannounced, lasting one forty-bwo- 
minute perod and followed by a one-period di:cussion. A written 
evaluation would follow in about a manth, and it was usually careful, 
detailed, and voluminous, She admitted that her role was mot to im- 
prove a teachers style, technique, or ability to relate ta students. She 
Was cot there te improve leaching or help the teacher, but to evaluate 
—coldly, critically, but fairly—in accordance with district policy and 
state law. 
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It was a difficult job. Dr. Mokowski had taught English for nine 
years in a high school in another part of the state, and had degrees in 
English and education from a small out-of-state college, but in addi- 
tion to English, she had to pass judgement an teachers in other fields, 
including the foreign languages she did not speak, metal shop, physics, 
and physical education. Her doctorate was in educational administra- 
tion, and for her dissertation she studied isolation and alienation 
amang elementary school teachers. 

Dr. Mokowski projected a no-nonsense demeanor. [ immediately 
got the sense that she was a serious person with a demanding job ta 
do, There was a humorless severity about her that invited irreverent 
teacher comments, In her mid-thirties, she was not married, and the 
men teachers, in particular, enjoyed ribald speculations about her rela- 
tionship with Dr. Szabo. It was more a tribute to her power over the 
teachers than any apparent coguettishness. Or. Mokowski was of 
average height, worked out in a gym to combat a weight problem, and 
typically dressed in dark business suits. She used little, if any, makeup, 
and wore her Jong, dark hair tightly wound in a large bun, She did 
much of the dirty work in the district. She was the person in the 
central office with whom the teachers were most likely to deal. lt was 
she who evaluated them, criticized them, and supervised them. The 
teachers referred to her as the Polish Princess and the Dragon Lady. 

While Dr. Mokowski and [ talked about teaching, Dr. Szabo had 
been reading through my curriculum vitae, 

“This is a very impressive résume,” he said. 

I thanked him, wondering what it was that had impressed him. ] 
had been a member of several search committees at the university, and 
[knew that it is often an obseure entry or reference that catches the 
eye. [ had three degrees From reasonably good schools, 130 semester 
hours of course work in histary and the social sciences, seventeen 
years of teaching in high school and universities, academic publica- 
tions, and: presentations at national meetings of professional and re- 
search groups. | was also certified bilingual by the United States Army, 
and Twas a Vietnam era veteran. 

“L see you coached wrestling,” he said. 

“That was fourteen years age,” | demurred. “The last wrestling 
match | saw was in [the film] Gary. and that was two years aga!” 

Neither Szabo nor Mokowski responded in any way at Hirst. After 
a brief and unpleasant pause, Dr. Szabo said he had neither seen the 
film nor read the book written by John Irving in which the main 
character, T. S. Garp, was killed by a member of a Ferninist cult while 
he conducted wrestling practice. 
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“Did you see that movie, Krys?" 

Dr. Mekowski shook her head no. 

“You really have good credentials, but it is going to be hard to sell 
you te the board. They think social studies teachers are a dime a 
dozen,” 

We laughed. We told me that because of my teaching experience 
and degrees, | would be the most expensive teacher he had ever recom- 
mended to the board (over $30,000), and while they might be willing 
to pay that much for a math er science teacher, he was looking for 
something extra te make me look good. 

“What about the coaching? It would make it easier if you were 
willing te coach, [t's ame af the realities of public schools, You know 
that.” 

“What did vou coach?’ | asked Szabo. 

“Oh, [used to be a football coach and [ certainly wouldn't wart 
to doit again, but Vd really like to have you in the district, and this 
may be the only way | can get you in.” 

He made me promise that, at the very least, | would agree to coach 
the junior varsity team. We shook hands. 

“Hy the way, you are certified, arent you?” he asked with a smile. 

“Slo, but | am certifiable, | think.” Although I had taught nearly 
all the courses necessary for state certification as a social studies 
teacher, ] did net hold a certificate te teach in the state. University 
teachers are not required to have teaching certificates, My high school 
certificate would be granted five months later, based on a reciprocal 
agreement with a state in which ] was certified. My career as a high 
school teacher would begin as soon as the board of education voted 
to approve my contract. Several days later, Friends presented me with 
the Acme Thunderer, one of the more popular coach whistles. 

I needed some time to think about the job. ] drove back to the 
schoal to lock for Paul and Troy, but they were no longer in the 
building, and the school was almost deserted. It was 3:10 ro. and the 
school day had ended thirty minutes carlier. The hallways were empty 
except For a few custodians. Some, with portable vacuum cleaners on 
their backs, were cleaning up the accumulated debris of the scheol 
day; others were piling chairs on top of tables in the cafeteria and 
preparing ta wash the floor, 

The school was very hot and humid. The original design of the 
building had included air conditioning, but it was later considered 
txcessive, and central air conditioning was left out. There was air 
conditioning in the administrative and guidance suites and in the 
Tesource centers, but none in the auditorium, gymnasium, cafeteria, 
library, or classrooms. 
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A lobey was the core of this thirteen-year-old building. lt was a 
rectangle, approximiitely 60 feet wide and 110 feet long, that provided 
access to the major Facilities of the schoal. Along the north side was 
the main entrance, which neatly divided the nearly identical suites 
housing the guidance and administrative offices. The library entrances 
were on the south side of the lobby, and large glass windows permitted 
a View of the books and tables. Alonp the east side of the lobby were 
the doorways to the 500-seat auditorium, and on cither side were the 
entrances to twe corridors that led te the music rooms, shops, art 
rooms, the cafeteria, ane the stairways ta the second floor, The west 
side of the lobby was the focal point of the school. A Hoor-te-ceiling 
glass wall invited a look at the gymnasium below. It was the most 
physically distinctive aspect of the school, which although only two 
stories high, was built on three levels, Half of the school was hisher 
than the lobby level, and the other half was one story below it, 

The lobby proviced a captivating view of the entire gyvin From a 
vantage point above one of the glass backboards. [It was a naturally 
attractive spot, and a small proup of students was clustered around the 
windowed wall watching the action below. Instead of the athletic 
ballet of basketball or volleyball, the action that day was the loud, 
rhythmic explosions of automatic hammers as construction workers 
fired nails inte new hardwood flocring. During the schoo] day, the 
noise punctured the classrooms surrounding the gym. 

On either side of the wirnlowed wall were corridors leading to 
classrooms, appendages to the central body of the school. Along the 
northwest corridgr were four doors, tee dark blue and two light blue, 
The light blue doors were unmarked, and T later learned that these 
were rear entrances to the principal's office and the office of the assis- 
tant principal. This was a break in the otherwise perfect syounetry oF 
the lobby area, ag there were nO rear entrances to the guidance offices. 
The two dark blue doors were clearly labeled Grentlermen, and Men 
Faculty, The faculty recom contained one open-stall toilet and two 
sinks. Wo one was ever able to explain this architectural curiosity, The 
students’ lavatory had a more balanced design of four urinals, four 
sinks, and two apen-stall toilets. There were plass mirrors on the wall 
and towels in the dispenser. There were no cigarette butts, srakiti, or 
signs OF vandalism. The other lavatories in the school were similarly 
clean, but they differed in that, except For the facilities off the lobby, 
none of the other lavs had deors, They had all been removed several 
years earlier so the faculty and administration could better keep an eve 
on things. 

T returned to the office and asked the secretary where the social 
studies wing was located. She directed me to a lower level, behind the 
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fnym, on the far western side of the school. High scheols often arrange 
subject disciplines in eroups. While there was no academic reason why 
the French teacher could not teach next to the histery teacher or the 
calculus teacher, most high schools dedicate wings or floors to specific 
disciplines. Troy had told me that the teaching position for which 1 
had interviewed would be assigned to room 24. 1 had never been 
particularly interested in the rooms in which | taught at the university. 
[ preferred those that were close to my office, appropriate in size and 
seating for the courses Twas teaching, and air conditioned during the 
summer, Classrooms are of far greater concern in high schools, Univer- 
sity teachers spend between six and twelve hours a week in classrooms 
ard then retreat to labs, offices, or libraries to carry out their other 
responsibilities. High school teachers cdo not typically have offices, and 
they have few responsibilities other than teaching. They are likely to 
spend five or more hours in one room with five classes of twenty-five 
to thirty students, and they are understandably possessive about their 
classrooms. 

Room 24 was one of hve rooms on a corridor of all social studies 
classes. The room had a blue door set in a black steel frame, exposed 
[-beam construction being one of the nicer touches in the school’s 
design. Through a small rectangular window, | could see that the room 
was being used for a meeting of the cross-country team, and although 
they were about te leave, | did not enter. Along the corridor walls were 
lockers which had not changed much since | had been in high school. 
Each student had a narrow rectangular box with hooks to hang coats, 
and a separate syuare for books. Both cubicles were controlled by a 
single combination lock, Some students decorated the insides of their 
lockers with photegraphs, old Valentines, posters, bumper stickers, or 
afew dried flowers, Couples often shared one another's lockers, par- 
ticularly if they had lockers in opposite ends of the building; it was 
a bit like owning two hemes. 

An exit next to the room led to the outside and the athletic felds. 
The faculty and students were justifiably proud of the appearance of 
the grounds, Between the football feld and the school were gentle hills 
dotted with fruit trees and other hardwoods. A particularly appealing 
willow tree grew at an unlikely forty-tive-degpree angle away From the 
building, On the outside perimeter of the school property, hardwoods 
mixed with cedar and spruce trees separated the school fram the 
cummunity. The school building was located on the highest land on 
the schoel property, and fram the rear of the school it was possible to 
look down and see the all-weather track that encircled the football 
field, two baseball felds, and the two football practice fields. Con- 
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cealed from view were other Relds used by the softball teams and 
Boer bearris. 

The sights and sounds of a high school in autumn were every- 
where. Coaches yelled at, encouraged, and teased their players, Cheer- 
leaders, in their practice while tops and shorts, appeared attentive as 
their advisers admonished them to cheer for a touchdown only when 
their side had the ball. Painfully thin athletes From the cross-country 
team ran seemingly endless circles around the school. There were 
nearly as many Female as male athletes. No lonwer limited to par- 
ticipating in field hockey in the fall, there were girls’ teams im soccer 
and cross country working out on the Geld, and the girls’ tennis team 
was practicing at a private indoor facility in town. 

IT walked toward the parking lot along the south side of the build- 
ing and came upon a strange rectangle of land. It was demarcated by 
fifty-tive-gallon drums painted green, and white chalk lines similar to 
those used on the football field. There were cigarette butts all over the 
erourid, but no signs oF other litter, A couple, dressed in Faded blue 
denims and long-sleeve, colored T shirts, sat Facing cach other cross- 
legged on the ground. 

“| guess this is the smoking area,” [ said inanely, noticing bath of 
the kids with cigarettes in their hands, 

“Yeah, this is the grove, They let us smoke here,” 

I glanced at this Hat expanse of prass and offered the obvious: “I 
thought a grove meant something to do with trees.” 

“The ald grove had trees. This is the new grove.” 

Their answers had been polite but cautious. They regarded me 
with some suspicion, and it was cleat that they did not encourage me 
to ask many questions, | learned later that the smoking area had been 
in the grove of trees directly behind the school, but it had been consid- 
ered a distraction to the classes and in the way of the construction 
crews, £0 it was moved to a Far side of the building. Despite the move, 
the smaking area still kept its former name. 

The students gave me directions to the main highway, ard | drove 
araund the community te try te get some feel for the area. | learned 
that Oldham and Webster are separate -owns with distinct pasts, 
According te local histories, the area was once populated by peaceful 
Indians who initially welcomed the white settlers. There was a lerpend 
that an Indian chief interpreted the comet of 1680 to mean that “the 
Indians shall melt away and this country will be inhabited by another 
people.” Oldham was founded in 1749 and Webster in 1799, and by 
the 1830s the Indians were gone. 

Webster was originally settled by Congregationalists, Methodists, 
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and Presbyterians in search of a simple, pious farming life. It remained 
a quiet farming community until the discovery of iron ore transformed 
it into a robust litthe mining and-industrial town, By the end of the 
1800s, Webster boasted dozens of small, deep-shaft mines, forges, 
distilleries, and lumber mills. According to one local histery, the 
wealthy people of Webster never lived as well as they did in that time. 
There were carriages ancl coachimen, house and yard servants, a thriv- 
ing business community, and a population of 2,100. The prosperity 
was short-lived, When vast iren ore deposits were discovered close to 
the surface in Minnesota's Mesabi Range, Webster's deep-shaft mines 
became uncompetitive. The mines quickly and quietly closed, and the 
prosperity ebbed. The area would not regain its popularity until its 
rediscovery in the 197% by these looking for new housing outside the 
older suburbs. 

The Websters (Webster Borough and Webster Township) had a 
combined population of 6,431, according to the 1980 census. There 
was a simall shopping center, the area's only fast food hamburger place, 
and one Oriental restaurant, which scented to alternate between Chi- 
nese and Vietnamese owners. The town boasted carefully restored 
buildings along Main Street, same of which dated to the early parts 
of the last century, A flea market on Sundays attracted thousands of 
tourists and newcomers in search of Americana, antiques, and bar- 
eains. While the 1850s may have indeed been Webster's heyday, a 
century later it had a mean family income of nearly $34,000, placing 
it about 50 percent above the state average, in one of the wealthiest 
states in the nation. Only 3.4 percent of persons reporting in the 1980 
census were described as living below the poverty level, If there was 
a status problem in Webster, it came mainly from a comparison with 
Oldham, its wealthier and older neighbor to the east. 

Oldham had nearly 9,000 residents living in the borough and 
tuwnship and a mean family income of almost $16,000. The First 
Preshyterian church of Oldham was considered to be the oldest build- 
ing in the area, dating its original construction to 1745. George Wash- 
ington was said to have visited the area several times, and during one 
winter of the Revolutionary War, troops of the Colonial Army were 
quartered in nearby Farmlands in what is now a well-preserved na- 
tional park. 

Perhaps due to more favorable terrain, the larger estates were built 
in Oldham rather than Webster, Many of those in the state who made 
great Fortunes in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
built huge estates on the crown of nearly every hill in Qldham. Some 
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oF these were still standing, but they were more likely to be used as 
private schools and businesses than as private residences. Local people 
pointed to these estates with unreserved civic pride, but according to 
one local wag, most of the town's residents whe dated their lineage to 
the estate period were far more likely to be related ta those whe had 
worked on the estates than ta those who had lived on them, 

Most of the area’s residents did not pretend to long historic links 
to the area, but were more closely tied to the large corporations that 
had moved in since the 1970s. As major corporations abandoned the 
cities and moved their plants and headquarters to the outer fringes of 
the suburbs, Oldham became one of the areas that attracted the execu- 
tives, managers, and engineers the corporations moved with them. 
That Oldham was synonymous with prestige in the state was only 
partially attributable to local boosterism, There was occasionally a real 
estate listing for an Qldham property im The Mew York Tinies fefainz- 
giee in the “Luxury Homes and Estates” section, These ads typically 
described Oldham as “historic” or “nestled in the prestigious horse 
country” Where one was able to “enjoy gracious country living’ only 
minutes fram “corporate centers and highways.” [t was not unusual 
to see homes advertised which boasted “lrorse stalls for six," “Erainer’s 
cabins,” and “breathtaking Califormia baths,” 

The township had some of the larger and more wooded properties 
in the area that displayed the name of the property more often than 
the name of the owner. A ride through winding country roads broweht 
you ta Tall Tree Farms, Juniper Jump, and Vvalnut Acres. Because 
the area was hilly and laced with streams, many of the larger prop- 
erty gwmers were able tu build dams and create their own ponds. 
These, | was told, were far more prestigious than building a swimming 
pool. 

Although only 2.1 percent of the population admitted to living 
below the poverty line in 1980, not everyone owned horses, lived on 
estates or cebated the relative merits of concrete swiniming pools 
versus natural ponds. The majority of people in Oldham lived in 
suburban subdivisions or older private homes with very little prop- 
erty. There were also some two-family houses, and a few garden 
apartments and townhouses. Oldham was a solidly middle class com- 
munity, but not a very exciting town. There were no movie theaters, 
no ice cream stores, and the closest Fast food hamburger was five miles 
away in Webster. There were two bars in town, three gas stations, four 
banks, and five ceal estate ARETICIES. Students oFteri joked that ane oF 
the highlights of their weekends was to came out at midnight and 
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watch one of the traffic signals on Main Street change into a blinking 
light. (The ether ane did not change.) It was generally accepted that 
people did not move there to live life im the Fast lane. lt was a Family- 
anented community where peaple came to raise children and send 
them to good public schools in the hope that they would go to good 
collepes., 
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Seven-thirty in the morning. [bt was the earliest [had arrived at work 
since | had been discharged from the army. A bell would ring at 7:35 
aM, and another at 7:40 aca. The first was to prepare students for the 
second, which warned them they had five minutes to get to their first 
period class. Twenty-two bells later, students would be herded onto 
buses and sent home. School was dismissed at 2:40 p.m; buses Icft at 
7:50 Pat. From first bell to last, every minute was accounted For, an 
everyone Followed the same time schedule. 

[found the main atice and emptied my cubbyhole mailbox, which 
had been crammed full with papers. There were a stack of motices to 
give to students, attendance cards, absence excuses, a list of students 
who had medical problems, acopy of the faculty handbook and a copy 
of the daily bulletin. The secretarial stall arrived at 7:45; until then the 
office was managed by the principals and the head of pupil persennel 
services (guidance). The three men answered the phones, checked 
which teachers were there, arranged for substitute teachers, and made 
small talk. ] smelled coffee coming from the werkrogm, One of the 
secretaries got it ready the night before and set a timer for 6 a.m, 
Although the administrators preeted me cordially, no one offered a 
cup. This was their coffee, and there was no place to buy coffee until 
94M., 10 place to make coffee, na coffee unless you brought your own. 
One of the teachers advised me to bring a vacuum bottle from home, 
but he cautioned that drinking coffee in the classroam was a violation 
of school rules, 

[had Ave minutes now before the students arrived. It was enqugh 
time to glance at the headlines, but not to read much more of my 
newspaper, Teaching was not a job that allowed me to hide in an office 
and linger over the mail or the paper in the morning. There were no 
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faculty offices, no places to be alone, and few quiet places in which to 
work. Teachers typically walked in and out of one another’s class- 
rooms in the morning before school beean; and at 740, the students 
came pouring inte the room, and we were on. For the next seven and 
a half hivurs, teachers were surrounded by people constantly, and they 
Tesponded to thousands of questions from more than a hurelred stu- 
dems. 

Troy Thayer walked down to my classroom with me and gave me 
dkey te the deor. He wished me good luck and promised to return later 
in the day with class rosters, course outlines, and a book inventory. 
Room 24 was 24 feet from front to back and 30 feet wide. lt was similar 
to the ather roome an the wing: cream-colored, cement block walls, 
black stecl desk with a light gray Formica top, twe yellow bulletin 
boards in the front of the room, a single blue bulletin beard on the 
tide, blackboards with aluminum chalk trays, exposed steel beams in 
the corner, and three lines of cingle-lamp fluorescent lights. There was 
no closet to hang my jacket or store my books. There were four large 
windows, but only two of them opened. [ opened them as wide as | 
could to let in the merning air, and the wind rattled the venetian 
blinds. [FT pulled the blinds up the rattle would stop, but they would 
not stay up, ] put up with the rattle for a period or two until ene of 
the students showed me that if ] knotted the draw cord, pulled the 
blinds up, and slipped the cord under the horizontal grate of the 
heating units, the blinds would stay up. 

Moy desk had twe drawers on the right and three on the lee in 
addition to a natremy center drawer. As looked for a place te store my 
papers and books, |] saw that the right-hand drawers were Alled with 
books, pencils, and stacks of paper, 

[noticed an adult enter the room, and | turned around to preet him. 

“Hal Poo Mike Were,” he said. “We're sharing this room. That's 
my stuff in the drawers.” 

“Hi, lm Stu Palonsky.” Lextended my hand toa scniling Alan Alda 
lagk-alike who had just walked into the raom. His face serewed up 
quigzically as | pronounced my last name, 

Faimsev, | said slowly, “as in Roman Tolanski, you know my 
cousin, the famed rapist?" He looked a little troubled. “T assure you 
we have little else in common besides the name. [am not the least bit 
interested in girls until their fourteenth birthday,” 

“Wh, yeah. Nice to meet you. Welcome to Oldham, I have a whole 
bunch of maps and posters from my old school we can put up. This 
school has nothing. Put up anything you want, See ya later; | gotta go,” 

Mike was in his late thirties, and he too was in his first year al 
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Oldham High. He had taught social studies for eleven years in another 
high school, but he had been the least senior person, and when staff 
cutbacks followed enrellment declines, he was let go. He seemed to be 
sensibly dressed for the job: salt-seled shoes because he stood for 
most of the day; slacks and shirt rather than a cuit because he was 
always carrying books and moving supplies; a tie because it pleased 
administrators. ] was delighted to hear that he had posters and maps 
to tack up around the room. The walls were bare; it was just a plain 
vault of a roorn. 

The warning bell rang. Mike popped his head in the door, 

“Funny line about your cousin Roman, The desks okay?” 

“Fine,” [ said, 

He had arranged the room in two semi-circles of Gftecn desks each. 
Virtually all the classrooms had desks in neat rows, and Mike seemed 
relieved that | had no objection to his seating design. 

“[ think it promotes class discussion,” he said. “At least the kids 
can face each other. [fs hard to argue with the back of someone's 
head.” 

I nodded in agreement. Mike smiled, and went back to his other 
room. 

The desks had tubular aluminum Frames with seats and backs of 
molded plastic. Some of the desks were green, others orange, and they 
were cheap and uncomfortable. The desk tops, all of which favored 
tright-handers, were made of Jaminated plyboard covered with an eas- 
ily washed, scratch-resistant surface, The seats were broken on at least 
six of them; screws were missing From another dozen; and the uncder- 
sides of all the desks were dotted with spent wads of bubble guum in 
the currently popular flavors: strawberry, raspberry, and grape. 

The students began to trickle in slowly. Some teok their seats a Few 
minutes before the bell rang, but mast came through the door, or tried 
to, just as the second bell was ringing. There were twenty-five of them, 
and they were more alert and more animated than seemed reasonable 
for that hour of the morning. According to Troy, most of the students 
were juniors, although there were a few seniors whe needed to pass 
this eourse in arder to graduate. They looked clean, pressed, and 
country-scrubbed, Most of the girls wore whites and pastels; they 
seemed to like cotton tops with a few buttons left undone and the 
callars turned up. It did not seem to concern them that their outfits, 
though expensive, were often identical to those worn by other stu- 
dents. If one girl was wearing a tep with “ESPRIT” printed on it, you 
could be assured that a dozen others would be wearing the same top. 
A few of the girls wore long, starched cotton dresses, and one or two 
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sported the basic blues of denim jacket and jeans, often with a designer 
label. 

Most of the boys wore Tshirts and beltless, straight-leg jeans with 
no labels. Some of the T shirts were purchased at rock concerts; others 
recalled Family trips to Aruba or Cancun, A few wore long-sleeve 
collarless shirts with elaborate, colorful scenes of surfing or sailing or 
skiing. High-top white sneakers with laces untied or workboots were 
the preferred footwear. One student teld me that he did not feel 
completely dressed without a round container of smokeless tobacco 
stuck in a back pocket of his jeans. 

American history 22. Troy told me not to worry much about the 
C-level students. “They're a problem,” he said. “No one really cares 
about them.” © stood for “average,” but no one explained what that 
meant, except a student who approached my desk shortly after the bell 
rang. 

“You're the new teacher, right?” 

“Lleok toa old ta be a kid, huh?” 

“Do you know what kind of class this is?” 

“American history?” 

“Well kinda, we're C's.” 

“That means comely, candid cognoscenti, right?” 

“Tdon’t know any of those words, but I think ‘candid’ was one of 
my vocabulary words from freshman year. ] could look it up, ] have 
all my notes home since | wes in fifth grade.” | thanked her but said 
that it was mot necessary. “Tl was just showing off,” I told her, 

“TD just wanted you to know that we don't read much, we don't like 
to write much, but we'll talk in class if tharll make you feel better. 
¥¥e just wanted you to know, you being a college professor and stuff.” 

“Thanks. Doe you plan to go to college after you graduate?” 

“T think so, everybody here goes to college.” 

[ thanked her again, The class quieted down when [ asked them 
to. [let them sit anywhere. Most of the boys sat on my left near the 
windows. Many were jayvee football players. They spoke loudly, 
teased one another, and talked of sports and beer parties. One would 
be plapucd the entire year by early morning flatulence, and he would 
regularly punctuate my class and scatter the students, Another mum- 
bled badly, and every time he spoke, three or four students would 
TmuUMbe ina cherus behine him. This | could stop. 

A few of the students regarded me sullenly, but most seemed 
cooperative. | asked them some questions from a standardized test to 
see What they remembered From the previous year. They did not seem 
to remember anything. 
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“Tt’s not our fault,” volunteered one student. “Wo had a very bad 
teacher last year.” 

“What about the year before?” | asked. 

“He was even Worse, a real scumbag. Qh excuse me, doctor, | 
Forgot the summer's over.” 

T went on without comment, ] had them read questions from the 
Csallup Poll on education partly to have some discussion and partly to 
listen to them read. [ allowed those who did not want to read to pass. 
All but three of the students read, and most read Fairly well although 
slawly and without interest, misprancuncing longer words and often 
inmaring punctuation. Chose whe had trouble were not teased. ] asked 
the class to write a one-paye paper explaining these things teachers did 
which made them angry and those things teachers could do which 
Pleased them. They were not to put their names on the papers. Na, 
they would not be graded, I told them. No, the papers would not 
count. Yos, [ agreed it was work For which they would net be re- 
warded. | was just interested in their opinions. 

The forty-two minutes were about up. It was Friday and [ decided 
not te give an assignment, Each student had been issued a textbook 
neted mainly for its pictures and blandness,! Carefully designed ta 
offend no one, it contained precious little interest or excitement. It 
rarely took a position on anything. Including maps, index, and pic- 
tures, ib was 879 pages long. lf] gave a reading assignment for every 
school day, each assignment would be about twe pages in length. At 
that rate, if was possible ta miss a week of school and catch up in thirty 
THinutes, 

A few minutes before the end of the period, the head custodian, 
John Churchill, walked into the room to adjust the ventilating unit. 
Mr. Churchill was appreciated for his curmudgeonly humor and gen- 
eral disdain for authority. He had a pot belly and few teeth. His right 
shoulder appeared to be Ave inches lower than his left, and he walked 
diagonally through the hall as though he were tacking into a strong 
wind. Whenever Mr. Churchill came inte my room, all eyes would 
Focus on him, and ne additional enthusiasm on my part could recap- 
ture their interest until he Jefe. Mr, Churchill never Fatleel te rernirel 
me of his seductive charms, “You guys must be real dull if the kids 
are more interested in me changing alight bulb than in you!” he would 
say in his raspy stage whisper that could be heard by everyone in the 
class, “Maybe they should hire mo to be the teacher, and you guys can 
change the livht bulbs." 
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Later in the year, Mr. Churchill brought a temporary halt to my 
teaching simply by coming into the classroom, standing in the door- 
way, and staring at the blinds. “Can ] help you, Mr. Churchill?” 1 
asked, noticing twenty-five pairs of eves leave me and Focus on him. 

“We gotta do something about those blinds,” he sai. 

“What's the matter?” 

“This room can be seen From thie athletic elds. Do you know what 
[ mean?” he asked. 

ON 

“The board of education people are always walking on the Helds. 
One of them complained that the blinds on this wing were uneven at 
the end of the day. You know what [ mean? [t looks bad. Some are 
up, same are down. No uniformity. Can you leave yours up at the end 
of the day?” 

“Td like to, but T can’t. Two of the Four won't stay all the way up. 
Can we haye everyone on the wing leave the blinds down?" | asked 
Mir. Churchill. 

“Now there's a good idea. Ul) bring it wp at the next board meet- 
ing.” He laughed and left. 

The bell rang at &:27, but ng one moved. For the next five minutes 
there was an activity period, Troy had explained the procedures to me. 
Mly first activity, as mandated by state law, was to lead the flag salute. 
For the first six months of school, there was no flap in the room, but 
lexplained to students that there was no cause for alarm. [fF someone 
Found aut we had not been reciting the pledge, we could chip in and 
buy a flag on the last day of the year, repeat the pledge 180 times in 
twenly-live- part harmony, and they would all be allowed to become 
seniors. They were neither amused nor concerned, 

Later in the year, Mike Werge provided us with a huge flag that 
had once graced the 5.5. Uénved Shaves, and we mounted it on the rear 
wall. [ asked the class if they knew why we could mot salute this 
“flawed” flag. After a Few minutes they recognized that this was not 
an up-to-date flag, but an antique with only Forty-eight stars. One of 
the students raised vociferous protests when I would remove the flag 
to project films on the wall. The kids called him “sarge,” and he was 
headed for the Marine Corps. He believed that taking the flag down 
before sunset was unpatriatic. Another student, the ane with the gas 
preblem, said that saluting this Hag would be too much of an insult 
to the missing states, “Alaska and the other one.” 

[ agreed. | had nothing against rituals, but so many other things 
had to be done in this Gve-minute period that | welcomed any relief. 
Among my other responsibilities was the reading of the daily bulletin 
which heralded forthcoming athletic events, dances, lost and found 
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notices, breaches of school etiquette (such as the smokeless tobacco 
fad), blogd drives, and visits of college representatives. Students only 
partially listened te the bulletin. If it concerned something with which 
they were invelved, such as football or modern dance, or a new smok- 
ing regulation, they would ask me to re-read it. [t really did not matter; 
if it was important, it would be repeated several days in a row in the 
bulletin. There was no reason to pay attention to anything the first 
time. 

My third responsibility was to take attendance. | had computer 
punch eards for cach student and two envelopes. The instructions 
were unambiguous: “Keep all students’ atternlance cards together in 
the envelepe marked ‘not absent.” When students are absent, take 
their cards from the ‘not absent’ envelope and put them in the enve- 
lope marked ‘absent.’ Send this envelope to the office at 8:36 a..." It 
seemed easy enough, but somehow [ had a lot of trouble with attend- 
ance. loften missed a student, sometimes reporting some absent when 
they were present or present when they were absent, Once [ put all 
these present in the “absent” envelope and sent them to the effice. 
Sometimes | forgot to send any envelopes to the office, which would 
bring a call from the assistant principal’s secretary over the intercom 
phone. The call alerted the students to my negligence, and they always 
rewatded me with good-natured teasing. 

I did not enjoy the clerical chores of teaching, and |] did mot pay 
sufficient attention lo those students who were tardy, “Tardy” means, 
of course, to arrive later than expected, but it is rarely used outside 
school settings. No one arrives fashionably tardy to a party, and airline 
arrivals are never tardy; peaple do not show up tardy fer work or 
dinner, but tardy is a serigus scheol concern. When a student was 
tardy, the teacher was to admit the student ta class, record the tardi- 
ness in the record book, place the student's name on the “tardy slip,” 
and include the slip with the attendance cards in the envelope marked 
“absent.” . 

Tardiness was clearly explained in the Steden! Gandgboat under the 
first major section of the book, “Rules Pertaining to Attendance.” It 
said: “Students are expected to be in school on time. Reasons for legal 
tardiness are the same as listed under state law For absences (personal 
illness, death in family, quarantine, sudden and extreme emergency, 
religious holidays). If a student comes to class tardy, but during first 
period, the student is to report te the class, and be subjected tu the 
five-step schedule of penalties: 


Step 1 Reprimand by the teacher for the frst three offenses 
Step 2 Quiet study assignment by the teacher 
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Step 3 Counselor telephones student's home 
Step 4 Teacher's supervisor telephones student's hame 
Step 3 Referral to the viee-principal 


Lar 


Cinly two students were ever tardy Far my first period class, and 
it really did not bother me. They were rarely more than three minutes 
late, and they were not disruptive, but the other students demanded 
that I take action. 

“You can't let them get away wath it!” one student yelled out, 

“i we have to be here on time, they have te be here on time,” 
shouted another. 

"Tt's oot Fair,” added a third. 

Lignored the problem as long as [ could, then I became angry at 
the students for forcing me to deal with all the paperwork necessitated 
by the tardiness regulation. | decided to explain the reason why 
achools require punctuality. 1] droned on about the school being an 
agency of socializatien which had to pass on the norms of seciety ta 
new members—in this case, my Grst period class—as a means of an- 
ticipatory socialization for the world of work, It is not that the school 
cares if you're late, ] explained, but AT&T wants its employees there 
on time, so they force the school to make tardiness a behavior problem 
punished by institutional sanctions. ln this way punctuality becomes 
a socially valued, habitual behavior, and AT&T can be assured of 
employees with good work habits. 

“Lo you understand?” T asked, 

The offender was a huge senior boy with a record of truancy, 
tardiness, and marginal grades, 

“Na,” he said, “but [rm not really late. My father's Corvette 
wouldn't start: his girltriend had to take him to werk; and [ had to 
walk to school. Anyway, I brought you some coffe.” 

Other teachers would not be bribed so easily, but I accepted his 
story and the coffee, As | sipped the coffee, | told him to consider 
this his first reprimand and I] asked the rest of the class to make note 
of it. The students did not complain; they seemed to understand cor- 
Pupkicri. 

Several of the teachers told me they had developed their own 
accommodations to the school rules. One math teacher fined students 
for minor infractions such as tardiness or coming to class without a 
pencil, and at the end af the year they had pizza and soda with the 
accumulated money, Anather teacher made the students wash desk 
tops or do pushups. The metal shop teacher, an imposing bear of a 
tan, Would stop an offending student at the entrance to his shop, grab 
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his hand, and repeated]¥ slap himself in the face with the student's 
hand, “It’s an insult lo come late to my class,” he would tell the 
student. “It's like slapping me in the face. Do you want to slap my 
face? Do you want to insult me? Dan't you ever come ta class late!” 

At 6:42 the bell rang, ending activity period, | had four minutes to 
gather up the clutter on my desk, erase the blackboard, urge students 
to throw away papers and rearrange their chairs, and run upstairs for 
the next period, 

T passed Mike Werge in the hall. 

“How did it go?" he asked, 

“Fine. Do you have the rosters for this class?” 

“Mo, Troy has them.” 

“Where are the books for the freshmen 

“T don’t knw. | gotta go; talk to you later,” 

Twas late for library duty, my second period school assignment. 
Every teacher in the school taught five classes and had one period fo 
a school duty and one period for a department dutv. My department 
duty entailed sitting in Troy's ofhce and helping students who had 
trouble with social studies or proctoring a makeup test for a teacher 
in the department. “Proctologizing,” ome teacher called it. Library? 
lobby duty was considered a plum duty, often given to new teachers 
who did net know the students and could have trouble in the more 
difficult supervisory jabs of cafeteria duty or “quiet study.” Troy 
walked upstairs with me and introduced me to the librarian, Sandy 
Weiss. Sandy, married with two children and in her early thirties, was 
in ber first year at Oldham after several years as school librarian in 
another district. Sandy introduced me to the library scerctary and 
began to explain my duties and the library cules. 

"Students can come te the library without a pass, except freshmen 
who always need a pass, although later in the year they don’t need a 
pass either, but lll explain that another time, Students can sign books 
out themselves, but you should occastonally check to see if they did. 
There can be quiet talking at the table..." 

“Excuse me, | interrupted, “do ] smell coffee? Can [ buy a cup? 
I'll give you $100," 

“You can't buy a cup. Just take one; use this mug, but bring in one 
when you have a chance. Keep an eye on the coffec, when we necd 
some, buy some.” 

Sandy advised me of the school rules. [t would be all right to drink 
coffee in the library workranm, but not in the library itself. Faculty 
and students were toa be treated alike; no Focnl was permitted outside 
the cafeteria except in authorized faculty areas. 
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T thanked her, and she went on: “At the end of the period, walk 
around, see that the books are put away and the chairs are under the 
table... .” . 

[ tried to listen, but [ could net keep up. The jab of library duty 
was new tome. In my other public school teaching experience, the 
school had hired aides to supervise the library and the cafeteria. When 
Tray telel oe that | hael library duty, 1] thought it was an academic 
responsibility, helping students learn how to use the library and assist- 
ing them in finding sources for homework assignments and papers, | 
had envisioned myself assisting students with the microliche reader 
and Tae Readers Geide fo Periedicn! Literature: directing them to the 
volumes on literary criticism and the farystopraia of Bioethics. | soon 
realized that library duty meant supervision; students could not be lett 
alone. They had te be watched wherever they were; the school was 
responsible for their physical well-being, not only their education. 

“Can leo te the bathroom?” a student asked, interrupting Sandy's 
ortentatian lecture, 

“Sure, why net,” 1 said, 

Sandy laughed. | asked why. 

“You looked at that kid as if it were a ridiculous question.” 

[ had the power to approve or disapprove requests to use the lavs, 
and it would always strike me as a little strange. | sometimes advised 
them ta wash their hands or to turn off the light, but [ never said no. 
Mike Werge told me that he had once refused to let a student leave 
because there were only a few minutes left in the period, and she 
responded by throwing up all over the classroom. 

| walked around the library, signing passes, saving hello to stu- 
dents, and looking at the books in the shelves. While most of the 
students were not studying very seriously, they were quiet. They 
collaborated on homework, read books, copied assignments, and chat- 
ted with their friends. Students asked me a lot of questions for which 
[had no answers: “Ts this an overnight book?” “Can 1 take this maga- 
zine home?” “What time does this period end?” [ referred them to the 
librarian, saying, ““] know nothing; [ just keep order.” 

Toward the latter half of the period, Don Brandt, the assistant 
principal, came in to introcuce biniwelf to me. A former coach, former 
supervisor of the physical education department, Brandt was a shert, 
balding man in his early Afties. “I'm very glad te meet you,” he said, 
cordially. “It's really very nice to have you here. I'd like to explain a 
few of the school rules about this duty. Netling special, pretty obvi- 
cas studt.”" 

We walked out into the lobby. Another teacher was on duty there 
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now, but hallway through the year he would go inside the library and 
[would become the lobby supervisor. lt was a step up in difficulty and 
control, Don explained the rules in pleasant, relaxed tomes. 

“Your job here is to maintain an atmosphere of quiet conversa- 
tien,” he said and then, looking across the lobby, he called out, “Mr, 
Wiebe, feet of the table, please. Thank you,” Flis tone was hrm, but 
not harsh. The rules were clear; the student had complied without a 
flinch or a sign of displeasure. The lokby could be used by students 
during their free period s, Brandt explained. Only freshmen had regu. 
lar study halls, other students had free perieds, My jab, during lobby 
duty, was to make sure that students could study if they wanted to. 
Students were allowed to talk here, but they had to do so in a re- 
strained manner, 

“hy rule of thumb,” Brandt said, “is that if you can hear amurnur 
of conversation, everything is Hine, but if you can hear ene group 
speaking above the rest, they are probably too loud.” [decided mot to 
tell him about my service-connected hearing loss. Maybe this duty 
was too dificult for a disabled veteran and they would transter me to 
cafeteria supervision, where the hearing-impaired would probably be 
at an advantage. 

There were four round tables and five rectangular tables in the 
lobby. All students in the lobby had to be seated. If there were not 
enough seats, students had to po elsewhere. “De you knew how many 
students can sit at a round table?” Don asked me. ] do not know now 
that [ think about it, but at the time it sounded simular ta the question 
of how many angels can dance on the head of a pin. |] said that because 
a table has a circumference of three hundred and sixty degrees, and 
it is infinitely divisible, theoretically all of the students in the school 
could sit at one table. 

“Wo. Four. Each round table is limited to four people. There are 
Four chairs at cach table, and they are not te be mowed to another table. 
De you know how many people can sit at a rectangular table?” 

Not to make the same mistake twice, ] admitted that 1 did not 
know, 

“Seven, Three on each side and one on the end, the lobby end, not 
the wall end. If you let ‘em sit on the wall end, they lean their chairs 
back and mar the walls. This way, too, the guys don't take the end 
chairs and just pirl-watch all period. Okay?” 

“Pine.” 

“Oh yeah, one more thing. You can’t let kids stand by the windows 
and stare into the gym, Ib distracts the gym classes.” 

Locking up, we saw two students near the windaws. 
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“iiss Scanlon, Miss Johnson, away from the windows, please,” 

The girls moved away From the window, and the lobby duty 
teacher, a nontenured member of the social studies department, 
cringed slightly when he heard Brandt's voice. 

Ata faculty meeting later in the year, the job of the duty teachers 
was expanded to include “policing the area,” an expression I had not 
heard since the army. Tk meant that the teachers had te make sure the 
areas they supervised were free of paper aml litter. 

Another bell, another period. | found my briefcase and headed 
back to room 24. Along the way | spotted Paul. 

“How's it going?” he asked. 

“Fine. When do you have lunch?" 

“Sixth.” 

“Me too, want to go cut and pet a bite?” 

He laughed. “You can’t leave school during the day, ] thought you 
used to be a teacher,” 

“Silly me, I just lost my head, thinking about being an adult and 
going out fer lunch. It won't happen again, captain.” 

“See that it doesn’t. Talk to you later.” 

Freshmen, thirty of them, filled every chair. Two of the girls were 
huddled around an electrical outlet adjusting their hair styles with 
curling irons. At the sound of the bell, they mumbled something about 
just coming from gym. They quickly unplugged the curling irons, 
wrapped the cords around them, and jammed the hot irons inte their 
handbags. Most of the other students became quiet and opened their 
natebooks at the bell. They all looked squeaky-clean and alert. They 
seemed to crackle with youthful energy, and they were remarkably 
attractive kids. They all seemed to have good posture, clear complex- 
ions, and sparkling eves. It also seemed that nearly every one of them 
had braces, [ thought it must be wonderful to be an orthodontist in 
the suburbs. 

Unlike the juniors, this group of students seemed to remember 
everything From the previous year and the year before. This was their 
first year in the building. Most of them came From four separate 
middle scheols, three public and one parochial, and they had all stud- 
ied different subjects in an unorchestrated curriculum. Some had just 
moved into the arca, and a few were prep school transfers. | asked 
them questions to find out what they had studied and what they 
knew. They were unrestrained in their enthusiasm. Every question 
was erected by at least twenty waving hands, each arm supported at 
the armpit by the other hand so their zeal would not cause an ann to 
be pulled out of joint. They were anxious to impress me, and they did. 
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We talked about the books they had read over the summer, trips they 
had taken, lms they had seen, They volunteered to read from a 
handout I gave them, and they read very well, with enthusiasm, un- 
derstanding, and apparent enjoyment. They asked questions about the 
course requirements and the papers (neither of which was planned at 
that point). They asked about grading, and easily Alled up both sides 
of a sheet of paper when [ asked them toe write about the kinds of 
teachers they Liked and disliked. 

I held up some of the books we would be using and tried to 
describe some of the things we would be doing that year, I had sixty 
freshmen, and there would not be enough books for all of them to 
have one to take home. In Fact, for most of the units we would have 
to read in class and double up on books, as there typically were fewer 
than thirty books of any one set. Some of the books were good, but 
over ten years old and out of print. The psychology book was twelve 
years old and discussed “hippies” in the chapter entitled “Adolescent 
Rebellion,” but there were enough of them to assign one to every 
student. The sociology book was older than they were and had a 
section that discussed the “Negro Problem.” 

T held up cach of the books, asking students if they knew what 
each field was concerned with, in an attempt to develop definitions for 
the field and have them induce what it was that united all the social 
sciences, One book T held up was greeted with tightly controlled 
giggles and a few red faces. | looked at the back of the book and saw 
an unsigned pencil drawing of an erect penis with the title “Suck a Big 
One.” 

“Well, we won't be reading this one,” [ said straight-faced, “T'll be 
sending this to Mr, Brandt for handwriting analysis in the morning." 

The students relaxed and laughed. I wondered how old the artist 
was now, late twenties perhaps, maybe teaching somewhere, The les- 
son could not be completed, we had 170 more days, sa 1 gave the 
students the last Hive minutes to talk to each other as I gathered up my 
papers for another move, 

“Bycuse me, doctor, but da detect the faint traces of a New ‘York 
accent?” The question came from a dark-haired, smiling student 
dressed in black and sporting a mouthful of braces. 

“Indeed you do," | told him, “but could we make this our secret? 
I think it is grounds for dismissal out here in the country.” 

“Tt’s music ta my Bensonhurst ears. I’m Aaron Finklestein, Brook- 
lyn, New York, Welcome te Oldham.” He extended a pudgy hand in 
my direction and gave me a firm but sweaty handshake. “Will you be 
taking of for Yorn Kippur, or am | being too personal?” 
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“Yow ll have to forgive Aaron,” another student interrupted, “you 
didn't let him talk enough today in class, He's Jewish, and if you don't 
let him talk, heli burst.” : 

[thanked him for the tip, told them both that it was a pleasure to 
meet them, and assured Aaron that I would do whatever I could to 
prevent him from bursting. 

Cal came in as the bell was ringing. 

“How's it going? Here are your class lists, If you wait for Troy to 
give them to you, you may never pet them.” He smiled and left. 

Another duty period, followed by another American histery class. 
This class was smaller; the students were less interested and less coup- 
erative. [b was getting close to lunch, and maybe they were hungry or 
petting tired. [ was net yet ready to consider that the problem might 
have been with me, [ asked them to do the same reading, writing, and 
recalling I had done with the morning class, 

As they wrote, Lhad a chance to read through the papers written 
by the students in the morning classes. They claimed that they did not 
like teachers who gave hard tests, had favorites, did nat keep their 
word, and made fun of students. Some students did not like to talk in 
class, others did not like ta read in class, No one liked homework over 
the weekend, The juniors and seniors had a hard time describing those 
things a teacher could do that pleased them. Desirable teacher behav- 
iors were typically expressed in the negative—no homework, no fail- 
ures, no ridicule, ne yelling. The freshmen said they liked teachers 
with humer and wit, They reluctantly admitted they did not mind 
papers—if they were not too long, They liked debates. They liked 
reading. They liked projects, and same of them liked group work, A 
few claimed that social studies was their Faverite subject. 

Twelve-twenty-six. A bell ended the class and announced the time 
for my scheduled lunch period. | was lucky. This was not a bad time 
to eat lunch; same teachers ate as early as 10:34 a.m., and others as late 
as 1:12 em. Due to a scheduling quirk, [| had a full lunch periad 
followed by a preparation period, giving me an hour and a half block 
of time to eat and work, Many of the teachers had only a twenty-oane- 
minute lunch period. IF they walked to the cafeteria and bought lunch, 
they would have about ten or teelve minutes in which to eat. 

Cn my first day, Mike Werge, Paul De Faro, and I went to the 
cafeleria together. Later in the year, we ate in Paul’s classroom; it 
provided aur only time during the school day to talk. There were two 
serving lines in the cafeteria, ome fer the hot lunch, the other For 
sandwiches and soup, Sandwich choices included hamburgers, cheese- 
burgers, fried fish, tuna fish, and ep salad, Ice cream cost 30 cents: 
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sandwiches sold for a dollar. The students and teachers stoad in an 
arderly line at cach entrance, and few teachers cut in. Paul was sched- 
uled for the short lunch period, but he declined to use this as an excuse 
to cut in Front of the students, and he stood with Mike and me at the 
end of the file. 

The lunches were served efficiently by a small cafeteria staff aus- 
mented by a few student workers. I glanced at the hot lunch and 
quickly grabbed a sandwich and some yogurt. School food did not 
secm to have changed much over the years. [t was cheap, abundant, 
and starchy; the meatloaf, spaghetti, and pizza tasted exactly the sane 
as they had when |] was in high school. lt was as if there were one seerct 
recipe, available only to public schools, which was handed down fram 
ane generation of cafeteria workers to another. Eating the school’s 
meatloaf made me think of people [ had net seen in twenty years. 
Mike Werge, staring at a square slice of pizza and a pile of limp green 
beans, deadpanned that this was the way his wife always served pizza, 
and when it was accompanied by a container of chocolate milk, it was 
one of his favorite meals, 

There was one dining area for stuclents and another for the faculty, 
and we quickly headed for the sanctuary of the faculty room. Lunch 
was one of the few times during the day when teachers could talk with 
other adults. The Faculty room was divided inte two parts by a paneled 
wall divider, The rear section, teserved far smokers, contained one 
oblong table and seven chairs. It was connected to the nonsmoking 
section by an open doorway. The air conditioner was in the smoking 
section, and closing of the doorway would have kept out the smoke, 
but at the expense of the cooled air. There was a telephone on the wall 
of the smaking section that could be used to call cut of the building. 
Officially, teachers were expected to use the pay phones in the lobby 
unless they were calling on school business. In practice, the teachers 
used the school phones for private calls, but their conversations were 
ovetheard by everyone in the room. [t was the way in which we 
learned about colleagues’ Family illnesses, car problems, and marital 
disputes. 

There were four small, round tables in the nonsmoking section. 
Formality was ata minimum, Teachers squeezed im where they could, 
pushing lunch trays in any open space, grabbing for napkins, salt, and 
pepper. Conversations were not private; teachers yelled From table to 
table and interrupted each other without apology. The faculty room 
was nO Place to make private phone calls or have private discussions; 
serious conversations were typically avoided. The teachers ate quickly. 
Those teachers with only twenty-one-minute lunch periods had little 
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time to talk, and those who had full-period lunches talked mainly 
about cars, children, and sports. 

There was not enough room in the nensmuking section, so Mike, 
Paul, and [ grabbed seats in the back room and ate amid the fumes, 
The teachers welcomed me, wished me well, and expressed the hope 
that [ would enjoy myself, Troy came into the room and tapped me 
en the shoulder. 

‘*Creetings. How are things going?” he asked. 

“Fine, [ said, “but [ couldn't find a wine list.” 

“We'll straighten that out tomorrow, (th, by the way, do you have 
a Ph.D, of an Fd 1,7" 

“Ph.D. Why?" 

“Some of the teachers were asking me,” Troy said. “I didn't know, 
so | thought Id cheek with you. [im glad it’s a Ph.D; Ed.Ds are not 
held in high regard here.” 

“Qkay, you may want ta keep if a secret, but my degree is in 
education. By the way, did you find the course outlines yet?” 

“Wo, | probably have them at home. (ll put them in your mailbox. 
Sec ya later.” 

1 ate quickly. | had what seemed like a million things to do. I 
wanted te set up my grade book, find gut what resources Were in the 
library, figure out how to use the photecopying machine, and write 
some lesson plans, Trov wanted capies of weekly plans handed ta him 
on Mondays. Members of the social studies department tald me that 
Troy began every year by requesting plans, but most teachers ignored 
him. They teld me not to worry about it, but ] needed to make some 
plans For mysele. 

Qin the way out of the dining room, a teacher stepped ime. 

“Hi, I'm Sal. Dheard you were going to be the new varsity wrestling 
coach, and [ just wanted to introduce myself ta you and let you know 
that | would be happy to be your assistant.” 

[shook his hand, and thanked him. Sal did not look like a jock. 
He taught physics and bore a somatic and behavioral resemblance to 
Don Knotts. Sal was very thin, and he moved with small, tense, jerking 
mutions. He wore a shert-sleeve preen polyester shirt and a wide 
patkerned tic that extended two inches below his belt. Sal had been an 
assistant wrestling coach for about five years. Every year he threatened 
to resign, and every year he came back, always for a different reason. 
That year, | was among the first to learn that he was again willing to 
coach. Sal told me that he could make an extra $L.600 as assistant 
wrestling coach; he was newly married, planning a Family, and he 
neceded the money. 
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“Sal, have you ever considered being a varsity coach?” I asked. 
“Five years a5 an assistant certainly qualifies you as a varsity coach.” 

“Yes, [ve considered it,’ he said, “but ] want them te ask me. J 
want to Feel as if the effort I give is appreciated. Do you know what 
I mean?” 

[ teld him I understood, but Sal would never be asked to be the 
varsity coach. Cal Bullinger had confided to me during my job inter- 
view that although there were two assistant wrestling coaches in the 
building, he did mot think that either of them was right for the job of 
head coach. ne, he said, did nat project the right image ta be a coach 
at Oldham, and the other did not command the respect of the kids ard 
the parents. | was nat sure into which category Sal fell, but [ told him 
that |] would be happy to have him werk as my assistant. 1 also 
admitted to him that | was looking for a way out of the coaching 
assignment, and encouraged him ta consider the varsity job. The word 
spread quickly that [ was having second thoughts about coaching. 
Sports and coaching were not things about which one could speak 
lightly in the high school. 

Two more classes, | looked forward to psychology. [IL was an sA- 
level class, and in many high schools the students in these collene prep 
courses can do the work expected of undergraduates. There were 
endueh textbooks for all the students, and although we were not using 
the most current edition of the text, it was 2 Fairly well-regarded high 
school book. The librarian’s secretary had a bibliography of resources 
the library held for the teaching of psychology, and it looked ade- 
quate. There were no supplementary books or novels or monographs, 
but Troy said if | could give him a book request, he would see what 
he could do. 

My neighbor in room 25, Gus Poulos, was the other psychology 
teacher. Gus was in his late twenties; be hacl taught in another school, 
and he was unusual for Oldham. He wore a beard, dressed very casu- 
ally, typically Wearing sneakers amd eschewing tives and jackets. | 
doubt that he owned a suit. Gaus talked aut of the side of the meauth, 
a behavior he claimed to have picked up from a youth spent in places 
more urban than Oldham, His 135 pounds were distributed evenly 
over a 3°L1* frame, leaving no excess of fat anywhere, [le combed his 
straight dark hair forward, exposing an oval of baldness in the Back. 
The students teased him good-naturedly about his hair sivle and he 
took it well, apparently enjoying the attention. 

We would both be teaching a course called Principles of Psychel- 
ogy, a One-semester course. Im the second semester, ] would teach 
sociology (Aj and Cus would teach Contemporary Psychology (A). 
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Some of the students I taught first semester would take the second 
paych course with (Gus, and [ felt an obligation to prepare my students 
for the second semester. 1] asked him for a copy of the curriculum, and 
he gave me the Curriculum Guide, which described the course: 


Principles of Psychology ( A-Level]. An introduction ta the scientific 
study of human behavior including topics such as learning, personality, 
intelligence, biadlogy, motives, emotions, and social influences on behav- 
jor arul the concept of mental health, Student research and experimenta- 
tion as wellas extensive use of bracy resaurces and writitg exercises ace 
Integral parts of the course. 


“That's it?" [ asked. The curriculum was sufficiently broad to in- 
elude virtually everything that had ever been written about psychel- 
ogy, but tow vague to give out any help in determining how much time 
ta spend on individual units or what it was that students were sup- 
posed to take away from the course, 

“That's it,” he said, “Teach whatever ya wanna teach, There's a 
lotta Freedom here.” As Gus spoke, he extended his long arms to his 
gide: he turned his palms inward and rocked back and forth on his 
heels. With his head cocked at an angle, he compensated for speaking 
out of the side of his mouth, and he was able to aim his words directly 
toward me, 

“Hey, have a good time here, man. The kids are great. Everything 
else is bullshit. Close the doors and enjoy the kids. Don’t worry about 
what you teach, the second semester course doesn't really follow the 
first semester course, anyway. Sve ya Later.” 

For most of the first semester, Gus avoided me and gave me very 
little help. He told me later that he had Feared that | was an “‘adminis- 
tration spy" who had been sent there to check up on the teachers. [ 
did not know it at the time, but Gus was the other assistant wrestling 
cowch. He was also one of the three teachers in the department being 
cernsidered For tenure. This was his third year at Oldham, and if he 
taught for three years and a day, he was virtually assured of a lifetime 
joe unless he was convicted of some crime or a moral oHense, or the 
encollment declined, 

Although my classes were at least a week behind everyone else, no 
ene indicated that if was necessary to rush and catch up. Sol decided 
to play some get-acquainted pames with the class until | was able to 
Hrel a more specific outline of the curriculum, | also wanted ta get to 
know the students a bit before | planned any work for them, [ intro- 
duced myself to the small group of twenty-three juniors and seniors. 
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I decided to play a values clarification? exercise with them that [ had 
learned at a free school in Michigan im the early seventies, The slu- 
dents were given the following scenario: 


There is a terrible storm and a ship is wrecked at sea. All these wha 
survive the shipwreck are stranded on one of two habitable islands. The 
islands have Fruit trees, coconut trees, anc Fresh water, Cho one island are 
Alice, her mother Pertha, and a black naval architect mand Corlas, On 
the other island are David, Alice's boy Friend, anil Ernie, a muti Friend 
of Alice and David. When the storm clears, Alice walks down ta the beach 
and sees David an the other island. She i eestatic IF only she coulsl get 
te the ather island, they would be tasether, periaps forever, But she is 
unuble te swim well, amd the waters appear ta be shark infestest, 

Alice tells Carles of her discuvery, ancl de agrees te help hee build a 
raft and te take her across on the one condition that she consent to sleep 
with him. Alice clecides tu think it aver, and asks her mother what she 
should de. Her mother tells her that it is her life, her decision, ancl since 
she must live with the consequences of her actions, she must decide what 
to do by herself. Alice thinks it over and agrees to Carlos's proposition. 

Carlos, true to his word, builds the raft, takes her over to the cther 
island, and then paddles back to the first island. Cin seeine Alice, David 
is overjoyed. They run to each other im slow motion and embrace. Alice 
decides ta tell David the story af haw she managed to @et te the island. 
She explains that she has always wanted to be honest and open with him 
and she wants to continue to be, On hearing her story, David becomes 
enraged, “Do you have no morals, na standards, no values?" he snarls. 
He sees of ta live the life of a termrit, saying that he would rather be 
alone then live with a woman like ber, Ernie, having overheard all this, 
tells Alice that David bas alveays been a bibof a dots and a Pood, an 
that she was too gol for David. Perhaps, Erote says, es the only bee 
People on the island, they should get it an as a couple. 


The students were then asked to rank-order the characters, in 
terms of personal preference, from 1 to 5. After a few minutes, they 
compared their rankings with someone else in the class and explained 
why they rated the people as they did. | walked around talking to 
students and asking them questions, After about ten minutes, | wrote 
all the responses on the board, and we compared the class rankings, 
and examined what caused them to rate the characters as they did. 


This teaching strateny Follows 2 values chorification cede) fee Paths et ab, 1996) thet aroused 
controversy in {he 18705, Ik was accused, woth eoeve jiislification, of encerraping reel relabiviciny 
LF not Handed with care, and many schocls directly prohibited teachers fram using theer strate 
gies. Tray Thayer was Familiar with the contreversy, and at a later time he observed a class in 
which | ued this teaching technique, but he ottered me obiections. 
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l used this exercise to pet students to talk, ta take a position and 
defend it, and to examine human behavior and the influences on 
behavior. After the first round>[ changed the sex of the principal 
characters. Instead of Alice, there is Allen who is propositioned by the 
raft-building Carla, and has to ask his Father, Bob, for his advice. [then 
asked the students to evaluate the characters again, and examine if it 
is all right for a male to seek his Father’s advice before sleeping with 
SOMeone, 

In the middle of the game, one student asked me if he could draw 
en the blackbeard. I asked him if we could finish the activity first 

“T already did, you wanna see my rankings?” 

“So, not now, Could we wait till everyone's done? Do you want 
Lo compare youTs 1o someone else's?” 

“Slo, can I draw a Face on the board?” 

“Okay. 

"What Face do you want me to draw. Any face at all, | can draw 
anyone!” 

“How about Santa Claus?" 

“Okay, Donald Duck. You got it.” 

The teachers called him a “sick bird”; one of the guidance counse- 
lors referred to him asa “hurtin® buckeroo.” Paul laughed when I told 
him about the student, and said that he was probably crazy, but likable 
and harmless. He seemed to have few friends but the other students 
usually put up with him, although sometimes they threatened to end 
his life. He often came to class with bruises and scrapes which he 
scrmctimes attributed ta “extraterrestrials” or “a fall.” He caused no 
trouble, came to class regularly, and remained cogperative and friendly 
even after T failed hirn 

blany students acted strangely in class. [| did not know it at the 
tine, but psycholoey had earned a reputation as a “gut.” Tt was one 
of those courses upperclassmen took to balance out calculus and phys- 
ics and Western civilization, Some of the brightest students in the 
achoal togk psych. A few of them were enrolled in my section and 
were bound for the best colleges in the country, but they were in the 
course For a midday rest. They intended to take psych because it 
required litthke work; it would protect their grade point average; and it 
was different—you did not have to memorize a great deal, and you 
could explore feelings and attitudes that are usually avoided in high 
school After the first unit test, which nearly the entire class failed, the 
students explained their expectations For the course. lt would be hard 
to change them. 

Ninth period, lastof the day. Although four of my five classes were 
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in room 24, 1 did not have two periods in the same room and every 
bell signaled a change of location. I grabbed my briefcase, papers, and 
books and ran up the stairs to my next class, another freshman social 
studies. Wo time to talk to students, no time to check my notes, ne time 
for coffee or the lavatory, ] had to shift pears from senior psychology 
to freshman social studies and be prepared for thirty new people in 
four minutes. 

The class met on the main floor in the last room of an English wins. 
The desks were arranged in rows, and there were posters of kittens, 
a rabbit racing a tortoise, and television actor John Ritter, [opened my 
briefease, searched for the class rosters, looked for my pencil, and 
furnbled with everything. | signed a program sheet for a mew student, 
told her to take any seat, and promised her that [ would pet a book 
for her. The bell rang. Isought organization; the students talked loudly 
in a half-dozen small knols in the classroom. | wondered if | shoukl 
have them rearrange their desks for the period, and then spend time 
at the enc of the period retucning them to their original rows. [ decided 
against it. All this took too much time. My students were noisy, amd 
the typing teacher next door stuck her head in my room. 

“Everything okay?” 

“| guess 50, thanks for asking.” 

1 had committed a minor sin: My students were disturbing other 
classes. [ went to close the door. The halls were empty and quiet. Up 
and down the corridor, teachers had gotten their students under con- 
trol and, J could only assume, engaged in something worthwhile. My 
classtoom was the only one fram which noise was coming. The teach- 
ers would begin to wonder, was the new guy having a discipline 
problem? 

Indeed, Lwas. The Freshinen by ninth period seemed to have had 
enough of school. Perhaps the point of diminishing returns om aca- 
demic investment had set in after the eighth period: no matter haw 
hard [ tried, and how welll prepared, the results here would be consid- 
erably less than with my other freshman class. T had a great deal of 
trouble petting the students to quiet down at the beginning of the 
class, and more trouble holding their attention during class. There 
were three or four sections of the room that caused problems. A small 
knot of guys in the front constantly teased one other student. When 
I turned my back on them, they would knock his books te Ehe ground 
aT write obscene comments on his papers, causing him to turn around 
and respond, Students knew the timing of classes, and it was the 
victim whe would be caught and velled at as 1] turned back from the 
board and caught him in his acts of retaliation. It took me a while to 
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regain my own timing asa classroom teacher and figure out what was 
gone On, 

Another group of three boys answered and asked questions with 
intellipence and insight, but regularly threw papers, pencils, and books 
at each other, They sulked when [reproached them and always apolo- 
glzed to me alter class, promising to mend their ways, but they did not 
until | moved their seats. One student continued to talk no matter 
where | meved him, but | did not have the heart to send him to the 
assistant principal for mv inability to interest him in the subject at the 
end of along day. His behavior reflected less malice than boredom, As 
he said, “It's nething personal: it’s ninth period.” 

lhwas net only the boys who gave me trouble. Two girls talked all 
period unless we did something especially interesting in class. One 
girl's parent insisted that she was a “brilliant student,” invelved with 
the “gifted and talented program” every year, and that last year she 
“lowed her social studies teacher” and he loved her. She and I were 
never to share this love. Another girl would take out a paperback and 
read it quicthy whenever she lost interest in the class. She was a 
straight A student and [ newer stopped her, but 1 felt reqectunl. The 
struggle for the attention of the students would go on for most of the 
first marking period, 

It was along class. The forty-two minutes, which flew during the 
other periods, now seemed interminable. The material which I had 
barely covered in an earlier class hlled little more than half of the ninth 
pericnd, even with the interruptions neecssary to pet the students back 
om task. By the end of the day, [ had Janet my enthusiaem. | was Hired 
of talking about the subject, tired of writing the same things on the 
board for the fifth time, and tired of talking to a parade of students 
whe, by that time, had become just a blur of names and faces. 

As the vear went on, | noticed that few of the teachers seemed to 
have much energy by the last period of the doy, and many of them 
ended class five or six minutes early. Dotter did the same, but when- 
evet [did so, a small group of students would crowd around the door 
waiting for the bell. T did net like this, and ] would use teacher-speak 
and teacher-legic, telling them to “Please keep your seats until the bell 
rings.” 

“ALL of you teachers are the same,” one student told me, “Why do 
you care if we hang around the door? You're the ones who ended the 
class." 

“DPknow, but we are gentle, sensitive people, and we are easily 
wounded,” 
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“Huh! You're just afraid that it would look bad if one of the 
principals walked by.” 

They were right, [t did logk bad for half of the class to be straining 
at the harness, sniffing at the freedom behind the door. While [ later 
admitted to them that my behavior was entirely self-serving, I de- 
manded that they remain in their seats anyway. Some of the students 
had digital quartz watches which were synchronized precisely with 
the master clock in the ofiec. These students ceuld getup, walk to the 
door, and as [ was saying “Please keep your seats until...” the bell 
would ring, and they would leave without breaking stride, 

When the final bell rang at 2:40, the students ran cut with a flurry 
of energy unmatched by anything [ had seen that day. All the classes 
in the school were emptied simultaneously, and the halls were 
crowded with gleeful, shouting students, running to lockers, preeting 
their Friends, and embracing their lovers. The students and | shared a 
mutual sense of relief. They did not have te play stuclent andl Pid not 
have ta play teacher fer anether day, and it was difficult ta tell which 
of us was happier. I, however, had a few more chores to complete. ] 
had neglected to ask the students to straighten out their desks and 
clase the windows, so the jobs were left to me. The rooms would be 
Facuumed every evening and the blackboards would be washed, but 
that was the extent of the cleaning. If the windows and desk tops were 
dirty, or the erasers needed cleaning, the teachers hac to do it them- 
selves or get the students to help. 1] turned off the lights, locked the 
door behind me, and walked down te the office te Ble my daily attenc- 
ance report. 

Keeping track of cuts and illegal absences was the teachers’ respon- 
sibility. At the end of each school day, teachers had to compile a list 
of the students who were absent but who were not listed as absent on 
the attendance sheet. These were potential cuts. We were also to list 
the names of the students who were on the absentee list but who were 
in class, These students were the system beaters: They did not report 
te their first period class; they would be marked absent for the day, 
and their names would appear on the absentee list, Unless the teachers 
turned them in, they could cut classes with impunity, showing up only 
at those classes they enjoyed. Teachers were also to list students who 
were “proven cuts,” and students who were “behavior problems.” The 
assistant principal would track these students down, determine their 
guilt or innocence, and the teachers would have te apply the proper 
punishment. |] was not at all sure what the punishments were; ] did nat 
have class rosters for most of the day; [had no idea who was there who 
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was not supposed ta be there; and I did not want to admit to all my 
“behavier problems” in the last class, so [ did not turn in my daily 
report, A record would be kept of all the teachers and how many times 
they did not turn in a report. Subject supervisors would be given this 
information, and they would inform delinquent teachers, 

I went back to room 24 to get my jacket, Mike Werge was picking 
ip papers, rearranging the desks, and washing off the desk tops with 
asponge and a cleaning solution he obtained from Mr. Churchill. | felt 
guilty that [ had net thought to help him, although my students no 
doubt had contributed ta the problem. He tald me not te worry about 
it, Ik was just part of the job, he said, and he had gotten used to it. 

Paul and I] sat down in the lobby to review the day. I told him that 
my last class had soured an otherwise pleasant day. Satisfaction with 
teaching seemed to be very Fragile; one bad class out of five could make 
ita bad day. Paul ofered some advice. 

“Tell ‘em, if they won't quiet down, you won't teach.” 

“You'te kidding,” I said, “that works here?” 

“Sure, most of them are worried about getting inte college, and if 
you don’t teach, they think they could miss something that will help 
them on their SATs, Try it.” 

[ had my doubts, but [ was willing to try it. 

Several teachers invited us out for a drink; it was something of a 
Friday ritual, A growp of teachers would go out to a local bar, and 
spend a couple of hours drinking and talking about school politics and 
personnel, | thanked them For the offer, but the football coach had told 
me that it was all right to use the weights room. ] wanted to lift 
weights and run a few laps; if [ had to coach, | should be in better 
shape. 

Working out in the gym provided the frst quict moments of the 
day, and the first chance to reflect. ] was anxious to establish the 
proper climate in class so |] could teach and the students could learn. 
The frst day, the first impressions were important for them and me. 
I wanted ta be able to engage smart students in serious, thoughtful 
activities; ] wanted to work on skills with slower students; | wanted 
to teach subject matter in a legilimate way to everyone; | wanted 
Students to enjoy school; and 1] wanted them to like me. It was difficult 
to be a new teacher in the school. 1 did not know the bell schedule; 
there were no familiar faces; and | had no personal history with any 
of the students. Until I got to know them, | would be spending my 
entire day with strangers. They did not know what to expect from me, 
and for some of the students, these were difficult times. They wanted 
me to know how smart they were, and how their other teachers had 
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appreciated them and rewarded them, and they wanted me to know 
that [ was to do the same. For other students, it was a relief to them 
that ] did not know of their past Failures and problems. 

Thad done more teaching in one day than most college professors 
doin a week, and | locked forward to a weekend Alled with lessen 
planning. ] had never taught the freshman social studies course, and 
[ had not taught psychology on a high school level. [ had to prepare 
to teach three separate courses For five days. Not only did | have to 
decide what content to cover, but [| also had to develop teaching 
techniques that encouraged students to learn that content. The stu- 
dents had confirmed in writing what I had already suspected: They did 
not like teachers who lectured all the time; it was “boring.” They 
enjoyed classes, they wrote, in which they could talk freely and “do 
different things.” [ had to develop those different things. 

Asa teacher, the easiest thing to dais lecture. You And a book that 
has more information than the student text, you make an outline af 
the content; and you present it to the students, writing salient Facts 
and names on the board and inserting a few jokes. By the time students 
geet to high school, they are able to write notes while thinking of other 
things, and they can usually spring instantly from deep daydreaming 
to answer a question when a teacher calls on them. Troy had teld me 
that Gldham encouraged teachers mot to rely too heavily on lecture. 
Students could not be expected to hsten bo six or seven lectures a day. 
Ik was necessary, he told me, for teachers tu develop strategies that 
encouraged students to play a more active role in the class. “As sameone 
who had spent ten years teaching the much maligned methods of 
teaching courses to undergraduates, | felt a special cblipation not to be 
boring. Preparing for class would take me at least cight hours a weck, 
ard this did not include making up and pracling tests or marking 
papers. 

After my first day of teaching, I was hot and [was tired, It had been 
an abrasive day, The sound af the aulomatic hammers penetrated my 
classroom, and |] wondered how much longer it would take them to 
complete the zym floor. There was other construction going on: The 
roof of my wing Was being retarred, and by late afternoon the stench 
was unbearable. An auxiliary gym was being constructed, clevators 
installed, and the ground behind my classroom was being landscaped. 
Far the frst six weeks of schogl, we would have ty pot up with the 
arama and shout over the nolse, 

My contact with teachers had been limited to ome lunch period and 
a series of four-minute conversations between classes, but my inilial 
impressions of the faculty were positive. They seemed hardworking 
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and proud of the school, and I was pleased that they had invited me 
out For a drink. | looked forward to teaching at Oldham. As I ran 
around the track, | counted laps-Four Lagra to a cnile, fourteen laps Feor 
my usual three and a halt miles.) thought about the day and what one 
of the teachers had said to me earlier that morning: “Two thousand, 
five hundred to go.” Someone later explained that he counted every 
day until retirement, and during the course of each day, he would 
announce how many periods were left: “Six down, three to po.” | 
decided to stop counting laps, and I ran through the town anc along 
the shaded back roads. My first day as a teacher was over, but [ did 
Tot want to stark counting. 


THE GRIND 


“Hello, Mike. This is Stu. How are yal Good, thanks. May [speak te 
one oF your daughters?” 

“kay. Sure. Is everything all right? You want to talk to one of the 
kids?” 

“Yeah. Beth or Jennifer, it doesn’t matter. | need some expert 
advice and information.” 

“Hello.” 

“Hello. fenoifer? This is your Uncle Stu. What's a Smurt?” 

The other end of the phone dissolved inte giggles, and [ asked her 
to put her older sister on the line. | realized that the eleven-year-old 
knew, but | would have to get a more sober explanation from a thir- 
teen-year-old. Beth was able te tell me that “Smurfs are little blue 
people—eartoon characters,” and she added, comcdescendingly, “You 
dent know what a Smurf is?” 

“Wo, of course not, If knew, would [call long distance to ask you? 
Tell me, Beth, is Papa Smurf a good guy or a bad guy, and, more 
important, do you think I look like Papa Smurf?" 

In between laughs, she explained that Papa Smurf is the head of 
the Smurf clan, which populates Saturday morning television and 
graces the sides of lunchboxes, motebouks, and a thousand other 
things. Papa Smurf, T learned, has a pot belly and a white beard. He 
wears a red stocking cap, red leotards, and yes, she said, I did remind 
her of Papa Smurf, | was not overjoyed at this, but I was relieved to 
hear that he was generally a good guy, although he occasionally exhib- 
ited the petulance and exasperation common to those who regularly 
deal with the young. 

After the first month of school, ane of my students had playfully 
taunted me with “IT betcha ya don’t know what the kids call ya behind 
ya back.” | ackmitted that I did not, and that, yes, | was curigus, The 
students, [ was tald, referred ta me as Papa Smurf. 
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The teachers feared that ] would be ofended, and they reassured 
me that nicknanies were an inevitable part of the jab and that most 
nicknames were nat favorable. | imagined many other cartoon charac- 
ters with whom T would mot like to have been compared. Papa Smurf 
also sounded better after | heard one teacher referred to as Ratman, 
for what students considered his rodentlike features, another as Dr. 
Stranpelove, and one vilified as Ms. Poly for flaunting the unwritten 
Oldham prohibition against wearing synthetic fibers. 

When the students found out that | did not mind my nickname, 
Smurf posters, dolls, and figures appeared on my desk and on the 
walls. In class, the students called me Dr, P. or Doc, but in the halls 
some of the Freshmen would yell out, “Papa Smurf, do we have any 
homework?” One of the posters tacked or omy wall showed Papa 
saying, “To Smurf ar net te Smurf, that ts the question,” 

Lenioyed the decorations, They added personality and life, and | 
encouraged the students to bring in olher things from home Lo put up 
around the room. | liked classrooms that were visually stimulating, 
with lots of things to look at, and read, and write on, but [ had met 
accumulated much of this kind of material over the years, and T felt 
badly about depending upon the other teachers to provide decorations. 
The freshmen brought in posters of animals and rack groups in addi- 
tion to the Smurfs. The upperclassmen said they were tired of helping 
teachers decorate, and the room reflected the freshaven more than the 
other classes. | brought ina fow posters and barrowed some pheta- 
graphs from the library. The more often things were added and 
changed the better I] felt about it, and the students always noticed even 
the smallest additions to the room. | said, without giving it very much 
thought, that we could put up anvthing that was in good taste, 

One morning, before classes began, a quict freshman boy asked me 
if he could put up a poster. lwo or three of his friends were with him, 
and they all looked vaguely uncomfertable. [asked them to show the 
poster ta me before they pot it up, and he sheepishly unfurled a 
life-size reproduction of a blond Hollywood ingenue wearing a tiny 
bathing suit that revealed a great deal of skin, and showed erect 
nipples protruding through the body-hugging material. | was less than 
delighted, but T allowed them to put it up. I decided not to make an 
a priori judement about community standards, If my classes thought 
that the poster was not offensive, overly sexist, or unnecessarily pro- 
vocative, we would leave it up. lf anyone objected, | would take it 
dawn. [informed the student of my ad hoc ruling, and he agreed, He 
seemed more than a litthe surprised and very pleased. His mother had 
teld him to remove the poster from his bedroom wall, and he had kept 
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itin his locker for two weeks, working up the courage to ask me if he 
could display it in class. | felt like a champion of [ree expression. 

The girls regarded it with disdain, and they asked me if it was my 
idea. The freshman girls thought that it was sexist, and that it was 
exploitative, but they did not think it was necessary to take it down. 
Instead, they vowed to retaliate with posters of their own. In a few 
days, a delegation of girls presented me with a poster of a male body 
builder posing in a black bathing suit, ancl flexing his biceps and 
pectarals. The two posters naw graced the froamt of the room, the male 
on the right and the female on the left, and | declared a truce in the 
poster war, since we had satished both sides, 

Initially, some of the freshman boys were very uncomfortable with 
the body builder, and they refused to admit that the girls had an equal 
right to “pinups.” One of the boys secretly took the poster down after 
school and hid it. It became a minor incident. Two of the girls had 
averheard him telling his friends about the theft, and they insisted 
that | intervene. Although we had studied the rights of citizens ac- 
cused of crimes, this was real life, and ] simply confronted the student 
and told him to give back the poster or the girls would “punch his 
lights out.” Twas prepared to tell him we had videotaped evidence, 
fingerprints, and sworn testimony, but it was not necessary. He re- 
turned the poster without much fuss, and then challenged me with, 
“How can ya let ‘em put that stuff up? Waddaya, some kinda homo?” 

At that point, | realized that the posters may not have been a bad 
idea. After all, we were studying psychology, and as social scientists 
we could discuss the different reactions of males and fernales to the 
posters. Were people represented as objects? Were the boys more 
threatened than the pirls? How did the psychelopical conditioning of 
men and women differ in qur sacicty? [t led to same pood discussion, 
same agreement, some arguments, and it helped convey a message that 
we could talk about a great many topics as social studies students. 
After a few days, the posters became part of the room, blending in 
with the maps and bulletin boards and, for the most part, fading into 
the background. Qn more than one occasion | caught a student's eyes 
drifting toward one poster er the other, but I doubt that students 
would have thought about sex any less Frequently if ] had mot put 
them up. 

The posters troubled Tray, my department supervisor. He gave 
them both a quick examination, but his eyes returned ta the barely 
covered starlet and he shook his head. “Well, that's something,” he 
said. | explained how they came ty be part af the decor, but I could 
tell that he was uncomfortable with them. 
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“Tm not sure they're appropriate,” he told me. “I'll have to come 
oul with a memo about what should and should not be on the walls.” 
“Too titillating?” | asked, taking advantage of his discornfert. 

“Don't misunderstand me," he said, “[ have nothing against this 
stuH, but schools are funny... .” 

[did net want to take the posters dawn, but I realized that I had 
put Troy in an awkward position. He wanted to give the greatest 
possible latitude to the teachers, and he seemed to understand that we 
had dealt with the posters in an academically responsible manner. On 
the other hand, he was werried that if some parent or board member 
came into the roam, they would see anly the lasciviousness and not 
the legitimacy of our decorations. [ decided to wait for the memo. 

Weeks went by and no memo was sent. Although Troy had sug- 
rested that other members of the departinent also had “questionable” 
material in their rooms, no one else seemed ta expect a warning. I had 
Forgotten about it and |] thought that he had too. However, on return- 
ing to school after a day off for illness, [ noticed the posters had been 
taken down. Troy had not said anything to me about it, but the 
students telel me what happened. qr the day lwas out, Troy had come 
inte the class, before school, and quietly removed them. The incident 
eerved to reinforce the primacy of the teacher-student relationship in 
schools, The students and ] became allied against the school and its 
administraters. We thought of ourselves as the good guys who cele- 
brated the First Amendment and our ability to handle delicate issues; 
fiey were the bad guys, the censors who made us take our decorations 
down. They underestimated our maturity and sophistication. They did 
not understand us. We would have to stick together and fight it out 
against chert. 


MOST OF THE KIDS ARE NICE, BUT DON'T LET THE WISE 
GUYS GET OVER ON YOU 


Slowly, through dozens of incidents, hundreds of complex interac- 
tions, and thousands of verbal and nonverbal exchanges, the students 
and | were able to forge a solid working relationship. Before the 
students could extend their trust to me, they had many questions to 
answer: Does this teacher keep his word? ¥Vill he make fun of me if 
[say something dumb? Can 1] talk with him? Can [ confide in him? Can 
[be honest? One bad experience with a teacher could unde dozens of 
goed expericnees, and it was hard for me to develop good classroom 
rapport with no previous histery in the school. 
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Tt was difficult to get to know students when you deal with them 
in blacks of twenty-fve or thirty, but as my personal relationships 
with students developed, my satisfaction with teaching increased. At 
its best, high school teaching allows you to drop inte the lives of 
adolescents and develop powerful connections that encourage their 
intellectual, personal, and emotional growth. Relationship building, 
however, was not easy, and | knew that students probe the limits of 
their dealings with high sehool teachers, these unusual adults who 
choose te work in the adglescent’s world, [was warned, as are all new 
teachers, to be careful. Some teachers and administrators said: “Don't 
get too friendly with them or they'll lose respect for you.” “Keep your 
distance.” “Don't let the wise guys get over on you.” “Be on your 
guard.” 

Barly in the year, | kept a clase watch on student behavior. Some- 
times I misread the signs, thinking that they were testing me or being 
disrespectful when they were just playing. On ome occasion it had 
unpleasant consequences. The students in my first period class typi- 
cally talked and clowned around during the activity period. It rarely 
bothered me, and it gave me a few minutes to take attendance and All 
eut the tardiness Forms. |b was usually casy to quict them for the Few 
minutes it took to read the daily bulletin. ne morning in late Septem- 
ber the students were noisier than usual, amd | had to ask Fer their 
attention several times. T glanced at the loudest student that day, Jeff, 
and saw that he was not looking at me, but was nervously fooling with 
a Spanish book while he talked. Not thinking much about it, | asked 
him to be quiet in Spanish. 

He looked at me, and he yelled out in Spanish: “Suck my cock! 
Your mother is a whore!" He stared at me and smiled, and the rest of 
the class laughed, and one said, “That's telling him, amigo.” 

I walked over to Jeff, a tall, skinny, bland junior, and told him to 
come out in the hall with me. He followed me out into the deserted 
corridor as the class watched in stunned silence. | did not know Jeff 
very well. He sat by the window with the jayvee football players, but 
this was only the second week of school, we had never spoken outside 
of class, and I knew only a few scattered things about him: He would 
cut school to attend reck concerts; he wore preppy clothes; he usually 
drummed his books with his fingers in an abundance of nervous en- 
ergy; and he did very little school work. | was furious, and when we 
were out in the hall, | jabbed my finger inte his chest and demanded 
an explanation for his language. He fell back against the locker with 
a lowed crash. 

“Whatsamatta! What'd-l-say? What'd-I-do? I can’t talk Spanish! 
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I'm failing! Honest! Ask my teacher! Ask anybody! Did | say some- 
thing wrong?” 

I translated for Jeff, his face turned pale, and he apologized. He 
really did not know what he had said. He felt bad about his language; 
I felt worse about my anger. | apoloyized to Jett for shoving him up 
against the lockers. He accepted my apology and we shook hands, We 
spent a few minutes in the hall talking, calming ourselves, and eventu- 
ally laughing about the incident. The students were absolutely silent 
when we returned te the class, and | finished reading the daily bulletin. 
Tam not sure if it was as a result of this experience, but Jeff took up 
weizhtlifting that year and by June he had added about twenty-five 
pounds of muscle. 

The noise ef Jett crashing inte the lockers had drawn several of the 
social studies teachers Gut of their classes. Gus Poulos glanced at us 
and raised his eyebrows, and ] assured him that everything was all 
right. The other teachers said nothing, but the story spread throughout 
the school in one period. The athletic director saw me during second 
period in the lobby, and asked me how many times I had hit Jef. By 
sixth period, Paul had heard about “the fight” and wanted te know 
if | had hit Jeff before or after he hit me, Another teacher asked if T 
had hit Jeff with an open or a closed hand, Everyone seemed a little 
disappointed when they found out that no blows had been struck. 
Paul told me | had done the right thing. “It's good to show ‘em that 
you're a little crazy, and that you won't take any crap from “em.” 
Another teacher reminded me that if Je complained, it would no 
doubt cost me my jab, 

Jeff did not complain, and he and | developed a good relationship 
after that day. We had experienced an unpleasant incident for which 
we were each partially responsible, and it seemed to boned us. He 
worked hard in class, and he gave me absolutely no trouble for the rest 
of the year: | gave him extra time and extra consideration. lt left an 
impression on the students in the first period as well, They never 
mentioned it in class, but late in June, while I was chatting with Jeff 
in the lobby, one of Jeff's Friends asked us if we recalled that day. We 
both admitted the vividness of our recollections, and in the scatalogi- 
cal lexicon of adolescents, the student summed it wp very well: “Yeah, 
that was really something, Jeff was shittin’ and you were pissed.” 

By the second month, | was beginning to be more comfortable in 
the school, and [ was less concerned about students testing me. l knew 
the names af all my students, some had begun to stop by my roam 
before and after school ta talk, ] knew most of the teachers by sight, 
and I had spoken to those with whom I shared a lunch period or a 
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preparation period. [was getling accustomed to the routine of getting 
up at 5:30 am. and letting bells run my day. 


LIBRARY DUTY 


My schedule was well suited for a new teacher in the building. With 
only two classes back to back, [ had time during the day to prepare 
work, grade papers, and photestat tests and material for handouts. 
second period library duty was a good time tu prepare for my third 
period freshman course, | could drink coffee, review my lesson plans, 
and gradually wake up. | liked the library. It had 10,000 volumes, 
microfiche and microfilm readers, and it served as homie to the school 
radio station. The library was light and airy, although, like most af the 
echool, it was cold in the winter and hot in the summer. The 9005 were 
on the left, the 500s, on the right, and biographies were in the center. 
It was a microcosm of the world, a bit incomplete, but more ordered 
than the real world and certainly quieter. 

The library rules were straightforward. According to the Oldham 
High School Faculty Handbock, those on library duty were to “move about 
the library at least once every ten minutes to make the students aware 
of (their) presence,” enforce the seating rules, “execute random 
checks” of books to see if the students had signed them out, and 
maintain a studious atmosphere and a low noise level. This was an 
easy duty. Students did not need to come to the library to hang out. 
lf they did not have a class, they were free to go to the cafeteria, the 
erove, or the lobby, and this increased the likelihood that those in the 
library were there to study or do homework. Because there was only 
one faculty room, and it was typically noisy and smoke-flled, many 
teachers worked in the library during their free period, making the 
supervision Of students casier for the duty teachers. 

Students regarded me cautiously as | walked around the library, I 
Was anew and therefore an unpredictable teacher. They could not be 
sure how ] would interpret their noise level or the extent to which they 
were complying with the school rules. 

“Tm just making sure you're aware of my presence,” [ explained 
to one student, thrusting my faculty handbook at him. He read it, 
smiled, and said that | was doing a great job maintaining the Oldham 
atmosphere, for a new guy. | admonished another not to think about 
sex in the library, but [ walked off when he demanded to see the 
section in the handbook which contained that prohibition. 

Students were observing the seating rules; no one was sitting on 
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the floor; no feet were on the table. I signed passes, told kids to return 
magazines, and surveyed the library with some satisfaction: Every- 
thing was in order. | made a quick decision, The library was quiet 
enough for me to run fty vards to the cafeteria, get something to eat 
and return before any harm came to the library or the students. The 
cafeteria served snacks from 9:00 a.m. until lunchtime. Students and 
faculty could stop in during their free periods for cookies, bagels, or 
soft pretzels, There was mustard for the pretzels and butter or peanut 
butter for the bagels. It was hardly gourmet fare, but the thought of 
a warm bagel slathered with melting peanut butter and washed down 
by a container of chocolate milk was enough to seduce me. 

I was gone for ng more than hve minutes, but Sandy, the librarian, 
noticed that [ had been missing, and when | returned she whispered 
out of the side of her mouth, “You just made a no-no," 

“Leaving my post while on duty, ma‘amf? Is this similar to deser- 
tion under fire? Not a capital offense, is it?” 

Sandy laughed, “No, you just can’t carry Food out of the cafeteria,” 
she said, The cafeteria was for eating, the library for studying, the gym 
for running, and the lobby for chatting. It was a neatly ordered world, 
and it was onc in which the teachers and students shared common 
prohibitions. Samdy did not mind if | drank coffee and munched ba- 
gels, She invited a relaxed atmosphere in the library and encouraged 
the teachers to work there and to bring classes in. She enjoyed gossip, 
achool politics, and guess-who's-sleeping-with-whom and guess- 
who's-cheating-on-whom stories. 

Samy had inherited a library that had been run well, and very 
strictly, by a woman who had retired the previous June, From what 
Lunderstood, the former librarian was quite scholarly, but a bit of an 
academic elitist. According to the other teachers, she was convinced 
that only A-level students should use the library, and then only for 
specific assignments, not just to browse. She ran a taut ship, as the 
teachers said. There was no talking, no nonsense, and no Fooling 
around. Library duty under the former librarian was said to have been 
more difficult; those on duty had to enforce the rules more stringently. 
Sandy did not pretend to be especially academic. She could not get 
admitted to the state university's degree program in library science, so 
che matriculated for a graduate degree in educational administration 
ata college net noted for its strong programs. She admitted to reading 
mainly novels, and she described herself asa “media person,” someone 
who was more interested in nenprint materials than in books. 

Under Sandy's predecessor, the library was not well used by the 
math or science teachers, but for most of the teachers in other subject 
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areas, the library had been the academic center of the school, Serious 
study and intelligent conversation were prized, and it was ane of the 
Few areas of the building in which teachers felt encouraged to discuss 
subject area topics. The former librarian was said to delight in getting 
obscure reference books and information inte the hands of the teach- 
ers, and she encouraged the more able students to think through 
research assignments, Her role in the school was largely a function of 
her personality, and while it was nowhere stated in her job description, 
she provided the intellectual support and the scholarly emphasis many 
of the teachers needed, 

Sandy may have been an adequate librarian, but ta the disappaint- 
ment of the teachers, she could net play the role of the scholar, The 
administration too seemed to be unhappy with Sandy. Don Brandt, 
the assistant principal who supervised her, claimed that his concern 
was not with a blurring of the academic focus of the library, but with 
what appeared ta be a change in the atmosphere. There was more 
talking, more papers on the floor, and Fewer chairs pushed under the 
tables at the end of each period, Don Brandt brought these problems 
to Sandy's attention. She knew that her job was on the line, and she 
decided to crack down on the duty teachers. 

On a Monday morning, Sandy handed me a memo that redefined 
the role of the duty teachers. [t read: 


As duty teachers, itis your job, first and foremost, to maintain order and 
quiet anid remind students bo put away all materials nob signed out, This 
is net the time to grade papers, have confercnees, tater students, do lesson 
plans or read newspapers. [t is imperative that you de your intended] job, 
or | will have na choice but to bong these matters ta Don Brarcdt’s 
athention. 


The teacher whe had library duty just prior to mine quipped, “You 
ean tell she’s working on a degree in administration: She's begun to 
communicate by memo.” 

Sandy apologized for the memo, saying that it was not her idea, 
but that it had to be done. Most of the teachers agreed. “The library 
has to lack like a high school library,” one of the teachers told me. 
Sandy's adherence to the new policy varied from day to day. At times 
she allowed the library to be informal and relaxed, and at other times 
she seemed te expect martinetism from those on duty. On one occa- 
sion, she interrupted my conversation with a student because he was 
resting his leg on the seat of a chair. 

“T hope that there is something wrong with your leg,” she snapped. 
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“T have bone chips,” the student replied meekly. 

“Good,” Sandy said, and without another word, she marched off 
to scold someone else. . 

On another day, Sandy threw two girls out of the library because 
she thought they were laughing at her and mocking her authority. The 
girls had been laughing at a joke teld te them by a teacher, and I 
explained this to the assistant principal to save the girls embarrass- 
ment and punishment. 

“You have to support the staff, sometimes even when they are 
wrong,” he told me, but he promised not to enter the incident in the 
wirls’ records. 

The new, stricter library policy caused some problems for me when 
| brought my own classes to the library to work. | encouraged students 
to work in pairs, and [ allowed them to talk quietly in the library, but 
the noise of their conversations would sometimes get me into trouble 
with the teacher on duty who, according to the school rules, had the 
responsibility to maintain quiet even if the classroom teacher permit- 
ted talking. 

“Dr. Palonsky, will this student be coming back to the library?" 

“T assume so, | told the duty teacher. 

“Mat unless he keeps his feet of the table. | had ta speak to him 
twice today about putting his Feet on the table.” The duty teacher, 
Willa Green, had yelled across a crowded library to tell me of this 
violation of the library rules. The students stared up at us; teacher- 
teacher conflicts were the best possible entertainment. 

“Ef this happens again,” | yelled in mock outrage, “we will not let 
him have children! | believe this is an unfortunate genetic defect which 
can be abolished in one generation if we have the courage te act. I'Tl 
bet his father did the same thing.” 

The class laughed, and the student said that, yes, much to his 
mother's chagrin, his father did put his feet on the coffee table at 
home. | told Ms. Green that this proved my point, but I promised her 
that | would speak to the student. [ yelled at him privately for putting 
me in that situation against so formidable an adversary as Ms. Green. 

Willa Green saw it as her obligation to enforce all the school rules, 
and she let other teachers know, in no uncertain terms, when they 
were lax in their adherence to regulations. Mis, Cireen was barely over 
five feet tall, and in her Afties, She was one of those hardwarking, 
ptimly serious teachers who are the backbone of public schools and 
other rule-governed institutions, Students would not dare to split 
infinitives or dangle participles in her English classes, and she would 
not allow them to break the school rules outside class, She followed 
the tardiness and attendance policies with the strictest interpretations, 
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Students risked a reduction in their grades if they were late te class 
ar failed to bring a pencil or the right notebook, 

One Thanksgiving, the students had constructed a Fall harvest 
scene in the lobby with pumpkins, cornstalks, and a scarecrow dressed 
ina man’s clothing. Someone had placed a banana in the fly of scare- 
crow's trousers, and Ms, Green was outraged, She fumed and fussed 
to anyone who would listen, Although she would net remove it her- 
eelf, with all the students watching her, she ordered one of the male 
teachers to remove the offending fruit. Willa saw all teachers as being 
in need of her assistance. She scolded same about their grammar; she 
chastized others about their dress and she regularly offered me unso- 
licited advice about scheul policy. One day, as we walked through the 
lobby, we noticed two students embracing 

“Do you see that?” she asked me. 

‘Yes, but let’s not stare. [t's impolite.” 

“Get along to class!" she yelled at the students, and ta me, she 
whispered: “We must all work together. We can’t let these things go 
on. How would it look to someone from outside?” 

Willa was right; it would look to outsiders like we were condoning 
these behaviors by not trying to stop them, but breaking up embraces 
or telling a couple not to hold hands always made me feel silly. Be- 
cause teachers had te remind students of proper school behavior doz- 
ens of times a day, many grew to ignere common politeness and pood 
discipline techniques, Instead of walking over to students and speak- 
ing to them privately, teachers often yelled to them across a crowded 
lobby or lunch room. One of my freshman students, who had just 
begun dating, told me of her embarrassment. “Do you know how it 
Feels,” she asked, “when ane of your teachers yells at you in Front of 
half the school for kissing your boyfriend on the cheek?” 


CURRICULUM AND RESOURCES 


Among the first teacher complaints | heard were that the resources 
were not sufficient ta teach the subject matter, and the curriculum was 
in disarray. Members of the social studies department who taught the 
same courses regularly asked each other where they were in the chro- 
nology of history courses, or what unit they were teaching in topical 
courses. Mike Werge and ] were both teaching American history and 
the freshman course, but we had no common planning limes, nor did 
we teach the same courses at the same times. Because 1 was scheduled 
to coach wrestling and Mike was slated to coach track, we had com- 
mitments for two-thirds of the year that made it impossible for us to 
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get together after schoel. Usually our discussions about the curriculum 
and resources took place during the four minutes between classes. 

“What are you doing in history?” T asked him one day. 

“Fascism, he answered. “There's nothing in the book, Paul De 
Faro gave me a couple of good articles; I'll photostat thirty copies 
tomorrow. [ll be done Wednesday if you want them.” 

“Okay, VU stretch the New Deal; maybe I'll elect FOR to a fifth 
term, How moch longer will you be using the anthropology books?" 

“Don't use them; they're unreadable. Find something else. Talk to 
you at lunch.” 

We taught those units for which there were adequate resources. If 
someone photestatted an interesting article, it became part of the 
curriculum; if we found a good Alm, we used it, [t was hardly a careful 
plan of instruction; it was a curriculum of serendipity rather than 
design. [ discovered that I could borrow sixteen copies of B. F. Skin- 
ner's novel, Maden Too, from one of the English teachers. | was able 
to get two copies From the library, one from another school, and [ had 
enough for a psychology unit in the accidental curriculum. 

C. and E-level classes were not given very much attention. | asked 
Troy if it would be possible to take a topical rather than a chronologi- 
cal approach to teaching C-level American history. | wanted to teach 
topics such as immigration and war, for example, rather than trace the 
histery of the twentieth century year by year. Troy had ne objection; 
there was mo detailed written curriculum indicating what was sup- 
posed ta be covered or in what order. “Use whatever works,” was his 
adviec For the C classes. There was no master plan of instruction, 
although several teachers were working on “courses of study” for the 
courses they were teaching, Mike and I were writing the course of 
study for the Fundamentals of the social studies as we taught it, and 
whatever we taught therefore became the curriculum. There was a 
ercat deal of Freedom in curricular chaos. 

Mike Werge had retricved some books and supplies literally Ouk of 
the trash heap of his farmer school, Among these resqurces was an 
excellent, if somewhat fragile, map of Japan, The department had 
thirty copies of Hirashima by John Hersey and twenty copies of an 
edited reader that offered varied perspectives on the decision to drop 
the A-bomb, Because we had these materials, the Hiroshima Decision 
became the longest unit of the year, lasting well over six weeks. In 
contrast, the textbook hac fewer than six pages on Vietnam; we had 
no novels to read, and ne films to show. The Vietnam unit lasted only 
five days, and it probably would have been shorter if we had not had 
a videotape borrowed from Mike Werge. 

Mike was a video hobbyist. He had a videocassette recorder (VCR) 
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and a goed collection of tapes, same purchased, some recorded off the 
air. Mike informally propesed a plan to several members of the depart- 
ment by which he would supply us with videotapes and a VCR for 
classroom use if we chipped in $10 a person. While it probably vi- 
dlated copyright laws to show these tapes in class, we eagerly took 
advantage of his oHer. [t pave us fresh and powerful teaching materi- 
als, and it provided us with the resources we needed. The teachers 
appreciated the VCR. It was certainly better than the filmstrip projec- 
tor, which beeped every ten seconds to tell the teacher to advance to 
the next frame, and it was easier to use than the anliquated 1émm 
projectors, which seemed to eat films. Without question, several mem- 
bers of the social studies department abused this with regularity and 
showed any videotape even remotely related to their courses. Teachers 
fram other departments teased that a social studies teacher would be 
rendered catatonic if the VCR broke in the middle of class, 

The students liked the VOR, and occasionally they would sugeest 
videotapes for class. My American history classes spent about three 
weeks reading Dalton Trumbo's Werld War | novel, fein Get His 
Gun. The students were intrigued and herrified by the story of a 
faceless, quadruple-amputee victim of the war. It tock us a long time 
to complete the shart novel because much of it had to be read in class, 
and parts of it were confusing for the students, There were flashbacks, 
mixtures of fantasy and reality, and often confusing imagery. It was 
a very provocative and unusually controversial book to read in a 
public school, and I was delighted to use it, and pleased that the 
students enjoyed it, The students told me that a videotape of the film 
version could be rented from a store in town and suggested that we 
watch it, and ] agreed to rent the tape. 

1 had not seen the film since it had first been released in the early 
seventies. | recalled only that it was faithful to the book, having been 
directed by Trumbe, and | could think of no reason why we could not 
use itin class. 1 did not have a VCR at home, and | did not preview 
the film before using it in class, a potentially critica] mistake. One of 
the early scenes in the movie is a flashback in which the young soldier 
tells his girlfriend that he is going into the army, and with her father’s 
permission they spend the night together. It had been an interesting 
scene to discuss in class when we had read the book. We had compared 
the fictional father’s reaction with speculations about their own par- 
ents’ reactions, and we discussed the effects of war on moral behavior. 

In the hlm version, however, we were all treated to one of the 
taboos of public school: nudity. Not a sound was heard as the girl 
slipped off her nightgown in full view of the draftee, my Arst period 
class, and their anxtety-filled teacher, There it was: nakedness, before 
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8,00 a.w., ina suburban high school. Would I have a chance for a last 
bagel, or would the board of education relieve me of my responsibili- 
ties immediately after class? [| was seated in the back of the room, and 
I did not move my head, but my eyes darted from side to side and 
checked on the class. A student seated next ta me whispered, “Are you 
sure we're supposed to be watching this movie?” but no one giggled; 
no one talked; all eyes were riveted on the monitor. They seemed to 
know that we were sharing a historic moment, 

The videotape would take two class periods to view, and it could 
not be completed until the next dav. I stopped the VCR about ten 
minutes before the end of the period to discuss some of the similarities 
and differences between the book and the movie, and to give a writing 
assignment. Noone mentioned anything about the nudity, As the bell 
rang and the students filed out, one girl nudged me and whispered, 
“Aren't vou proud of the way we handled that? Real mature.” Al- 
thoweh they would later claim they had seen “this sort of thing a 
million times, every weekend,” many of the students were a little 
shocked; they seemed te know that school is supposed to be discon- 
tinuous with life, Before the next classes viewed the tape, ] warned 
them of the potentially offending scene. 

Despite videotapes and borrowed books, resources Were a constant 
problem. Mike VWerge became Frustrated having to spend so much 
time “scrounging around” for materials. "We're just entertainment for 
the students. Without enough books and articles to read, we're re- 
duced to doing monclogues about history. It’s like putting on 900 
shows a year.” 

Troy blamed the central administration, claiming that his requests 
for materials were met with indifference. The building principals 
apreed with Troy, but they argued that we had a photostat machine, 
so resources should not be a problem. Ultimately, they said, the teach- 
ers should “make do.” The recommended solution was to photocopy 
everything needed for class. We were encouraged to copy magazine 
and journal articles, newspaper editorials, and even whole chapters 
from books. When | asked Troy how we could get extra copies of 
Walden Tws, he only half-jokingly suggested photocopying them. The 
budget for phetocepying seemed limitless, and it was the linchpin for 
all teaching. If the math teachers did not have enough workbooks or 
language teachers needed additional texts, they were told to copy 
them. English, science, math, social studies, special education, and 
industrial arts all competed for the photocopying machine, 

Mecting the demands of sixty-six teachers, three administrators, 
five guidance counselors, two nurses, eight auxiliary personnel, and 
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seven members of the office staf was ten much for the ten-year-old 
machine, and we became quite Friendly with the repairman, Each 
teacher had one preparation period, and it was often spent pacing up 
and down gutside the photocopying roam waiting for the machine to 
be free or repaired. Six-thirty in the morning or six-thirty at night, no 
matter when you got there, the machine was being used. You began 
to regard your colleagues as hostile competitors who could keep you 
from preparing a test or class materials. Midway through the vear, the 
inevitable occurred: The machine suffered a serious breakdown. The 
cataclysmic news was greeted with mourning and outrage, and it 
seemed as if the entire school was coming to a halt. With no phote- 
copying machine the school could not function, and the panic was mot 
relieved until Cal Bullinger announced the acquisition of a new im- 
proved machine that could automatically copy on both sides, reduce 
in two sizes, collale, staple, and copy blue originals. He stood behind 
it, smiling like a proud parent, as each teacher was given an instruc- 
tional briefing by a company representative. 


C-LEVEL CLASSES 


During one department meeting, | expressed dissatisfaction with the 
texts. “If we took everything worthwhile in that C-level American 
history textbook,” Tsaid, “and multiplied it by 100, we could still Ht 
it all inside a thimble!” | was exaggerating, but for emphasis [ added 
that the major benefit of the text was probably as a sleep inducer for 
chronically insomnious students, 

Troy did net say anvthing about my comments at the meeting, He 
seemed to understand that [ was just blowing off steam during one of 
those rare times when teachers have a sympathetic audience. Later he 
told me that | had offended some of the teachers who had been part 
of the book selection process, and he explained it had been the best 
book for the money, Funds for new texts were always limited, he tole 
me, and this text was selected because it was the least expensive. He 
admitted that it was dull, but it had the dates and facts spelled out, 
and there were good praphics. | asked for the names of the offended 
Faculty members so that [ could assure them that my attack was 
academic, not ad hominem, but Troy said it was better that I did nat 
know, Several members of the department later told me that Troy had 
selected the text without Faculty consultation. 

lf there were limited funds, the selection of an inexpensive book 
might be understandable, but it was sadly tronic that the students with 
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the least interest in the subject, and probably the least interest in 
reading, were given the dullest books. There was little else available 
to supplement these texts. There were no special materials and no 
special programs for the C-level students. [t seemed to confirm Troy's 
view that “no one really cares about the Cs." According to the dis- 
trict’s curriculum policy, “students were placed in homogeneously 
grouped courses according to abilitv, achievement, interest, and 
goals.” There were four designations: 


H = Hoeners 
A — Above average 
c Average 
E = Skills emphasis 


Homogeneous groupings were used only in certain courses: En- 
glish, mathematics, social studies, sciences, and foreign languages. 
These were the courses used to determine class rank, a comparative 
listing OF all the students in the class, Letter grades were assigned for 
each course, but they were transposed to numerical grades and a 
weighting Factor was used to determine rank in class: 


Weight Factor 


GEADE SMIMOORS A < 0 
a ¥ 6 5 4 
B b 5 4 Jd 
Cc 5 4 3 2 
LD 1 a 4 1 
F ] Qo Q o 


lf a student received a final grade of B in a C-level group, For 
example, his or her grade was assigned a weight factor of 4. Weight 
Factors were multiplied by the credits assigned to each course (typi- 
cally 5,0 for a full-year course), The product was called the “rank 
potnts,” and for every student the total number of “rank points” was 
divided by the total number of qualifving class rank credits the stu- 
dent had taken, The school referred to the quotient of this division as 
“rank points weighted.” These were then arranged in descending order 
to indicale where a student ranked in class. The greater the “rank 
points weighted,” the higher the student ranked in ¢lass. 

The system of rankings and groupings was considered complex but 
necessary For a district in which the students knew there was life after 
high school. Between 35 and 90 percent of a typical graduating class 
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at Oldham High School attended some type of postsecondary institu- 
tion, and the class ranking formula was designed to make the competi- 
tion for college more equitable. Some teachers, administrators, and 
board members feared if there were no weieht Factors, students would 
take mainly C-level courses, pad their averages, amd look better to 
competitive colleges than students who had taken more of the difficult 
A-level courses but received grades of B, Many students at Oldham 
had good grade point averages, but unless they took honors or A-level 
courses, they did not rank very high in their class. 

Iwas told by Troy and by several members of the guidance depart- 
ment not to be concerned if [ gave my C-level students high graces, 
because the weighting system would take care of it. The C students 
could please their parents every academic quarter and still not fool the 
more selective colleges, | was also told by some of the teachers that 
because the C-level at Oldham was equal in ability to A-level in most 
of the other schools in the state, giving them pood grades might not 
be inappropriate. The C-level students at Olelham were said to look 
bad only in contrast with the A-level students. Compared to other 
students in the state, they were said to be of the highest level, 

The origins of this myth were difficult to track down, The students 
repeated it often and seemed to believe it. A few of the teachers 
clarmed they had read it, perhaps in some State Education Department 
document, they said. But most of the building administrators, guid- 
ance counselors, and teachers who had taught elsewhere knew this 
was not true, The story was probably started by a classroom teacher 
who wanted the C-level students to feel better abuut themselves, In 
Fact, Qldham CC students read a shade below grade level, and their 
Scholastic Aptitude Test scores typically were at, or below, the na- 
tional average. 

Nearly half of all the students in the school were enrolled in C and 
E-level courses, and according to the head of pupil personnel services, 
far more belonged at these levels, He told me that because of parental 
pressures and unreasonably high levels of aspirations, there were too 
many C-level students in A-level courses and too many A-level stu- 
dents taking honors work. The E-level designation tended to disappear 
after the freshman year, but it was not because students’ skills had 
improved. When students first entered the school in their freshman 
year, they could be convinced to enrall in “skill development” courses, 
Parents were presented with the evidence of their child's deficiencies 
in mathematics, reading, and writing, and E-level course sections were 
created. By the sophomore year, students and parents learned that 
those in E-level courses suffered a great deal of ridicule from other 
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students, and students refused to take courses with an E-level designa- 
tion, There were no E-level courses in social studies in the sophomore 
year, Z 

As a new teacher, [ did not know of the stigma attached to the 
E-level. | taught two C-level history courses and they were over- 
enrolled; board policy limited class size to thirty students. WWe were to 
divide the classes into three sections, one of which was to be an E 
section that | weuld teach. The students were adamant in their refusal 
to go into a designated E-level, They admitted they needed help with 
basic skills, but it was better to get less help in a C-level course than 
suber the ignominious designation of an E. The building principals 
and T agreed to split the classes into C-level sections, one a lower level 
C than the ethers, but the board refused, They wanted a designated 
E-level class or a split based on random assignment. The students 
insisted on the latter. 

As in most schools, the Oldham teachers had a preference hicrar- 
chy for grade and ability levels. Most of them favored seniors, Fol- 
lowed in descending order by juniors, sophomores, and freshmen. 
Clearly a majority of teachers preferred A or H-levels to the C and 
E-levels. There was compassion in their eves when | teld them that I 
would be teaching two C-level courses and two Freshmen courses. One 
teacher sighed and looked toward the ceiling. “Good luck,” she said, 
“that’s an awful thing to do to you, At least you do have one senior 
A course,” 

Most of the teachers spoke glowingly of the students who were 
accepted into Ivy League schools and the “seven sisters,” although 
these students typically represented less than 4 percent of the class. 
Between 20 and 25 percent of a graduating class, most of them C-level 
students, could be expected to enroll in the two-year county college, 

There were more C-level students than H-level students, but they 
were largely invisible; few teachers seemed to pay much attention to 
them. Although they dressed and looked not unlike the A-level stu- 
dents, there were differences between the bye groups. The C-level 
students were absent more Frequently than A-level students. The daily 
absence rate For the entire school was about 10 percent, but A-level 
students had an absentee rate of about 5 percent and C-level students 
had an absentee rate of over 20 percent, There were days when be- 
tween one-fourth and one-third of a C-level class would be out, They 
cut class more often; they caused more trouble; and they were less apt 
to be Forgiven when they were caught. Substitute teachers would leave 
anote for me indicating those students and classes that had caused 
them trouble, Typically, they would name the C-level. 


THe Gaisde as 


Some teachers had been assipned C and E classes as chastenment. 
After teachers are awarded tenure, itis very difficult to get rid of them 
or punish them. At Oldham, poor teaching or Failure to follow the 
rules could result in a tenured teacher being assigned to cafeteria duty 
and all lower-ability classes. in a few cases, the board of education had 
voted to withold teachers’ annual raises, resulting in the loss of several 
thousand dollars. Qne social studies teacher had his increment with- 
beld and was assigned two C-level freshman classes for weak leaching 
and failing to turn in adequate lesson plans. 

“What dol think of Cs? Keep the best, and shoot the rest,” he sail, 
but there was no malice in his voice. 

Paul De Paro and Larry Silverman were among the Few teachers 
who told me that they liked working with C classes. Paul had grown 
upina working class community and was the first person in his faniily 
to have been graduated from college. [Te was completing a praduale 
degree in medieval history; he held down a construction job in the 
summers; and he enjoyed teaching the harder to teach students. “The 
kids are alrmost too pood bere,” he told me. “Lf 1] didn’t teach some of 
the slower classes, I’d think I was stealing money.” 

Paul taught a special group of © and E-level students known as the 
learning community. The students in this class were the most disaf- 
fected students in the school. Not only did they have trouble academ 
ically, but they were not the least bit compliant with the Obktham 
tradition. They did not like the school, its regulations, restrictions and 
courses, and they let their teachers know about it. Paul had volun- 
teered to work with these students in a team teaching program with 
an English teacher and a mathematics teacher, Said Paul, “These are 
more like the kids | grew up with. | like them.” 

Larry Silverman bad prown up in a small town in the coal mining 
repion of central Pennsylvania. He admitted that he had mot done well 
in high school, nor had he enjoyed it, but he believed that his back- 
ground and. personality made him a goed teacher For the slower stu- 
dents. He claimed the secret to teaching C-level students was the 
ability to motivate thom. “T was a turned-off student, and [know what 
it’s like to be bored in school,” he said. “Em a big, believer in a variety 
of motivational strategies. You gotta know when to speed up, when 
to slow down. You have to know how to push these kids without 
frustrating them, | understand the © kids better than most of the 
teachers here do,” 

Larry was a biv man. He stood a few inches over six feet tall; his 
270 pounds were unevenly distributed on his body, with the midsec- 
tion receiving a disproportionate share. He assumed a heavy load of 
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(C-level classes after he became the supervisor of the mathematics 
department. He had given the teachers in his department their choice 
of classes to teach. To accommodate his teachers, all of whom chose 
A-level classes, he had to pick up more of the C classes, and he learned 
to like them, Larry was enormously enthusiastic about teaching, and 
he claimed the classroom was his stage. “Hey, | love it,” he said, “You 
couldn't get me out of the classroom. I’m happiest when I'm in front 
of the class. You know, [do anything, | mean anything to get a kid's 
attention, | yell. | jump around, When they're not paying attention, | 
lay down on the Aeor and kick my heels. I'm telling ya, ya gotta be 
an actor to be a teacher,” 

He liked to teach the C-level students because he felt he could have 
the greatest impact ag a teacher with these students, Larry taught 
algebra and geometry, and he believed the A students would succeed 
with or without any special effort on the part of the school. He re- 
garded the C students as the marginal students; they were the people 
the school could afect with good teaching. It was with C students, he 
felt, that teachers could make a difference, and it was in those classes 
that he would put his energies. “If the smart kids don’t learn calculus 
here, they'll learn itin college,” he said. “If the C kids don't learn math 
here, they'll never get it’ 

Several members of the faculty said that Larry was a teacher who 
gave a great deal to his students. They credited him for his unflagging 
support of the C-level students and his ability to get a lot of werk gut 
of them. When I arrived at Oldham, Larry was still teaching C courses, 
but he was no longer the supervisor of the math department. When 
one of the sending districts withdrew from the Oldham-Webster Re- 
gional High School District, Larry found himself with less seniority 
than the supervisor in another high school. That person replaced him 
as the supervisor of CUdham under the same seniority rule that 
brought Troy Thayer to the school as the supervisor of the social 
studies department. 

New teachers inevitably got the least desirable courses. No one in 
the department had more C-level classes or more preparations than I. 
“Tt could have been worse,” groused another teacher upon hearing my 
echucdule. “They could have given you E-level fundies! There’s noth- 
ing worse than that.” 

Most of the teachers agreed that would be the least desirable 
course to teach, but the athletic director interrupted. “Hey, | teach the 
E-level fundies. They're okay. Hey, there's really nothing wrong with 
them. | kinda enjoy them; they're funny. Listen to this, you'd enjoy 
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this, Stu; probably happened a lot when you were teaching college, I 
had my E kids in the library for freshman library orientation, right. In 
the middle of Sandy’s lecture, one of the kids barfs all over the table, 
just gets up and pukes his guts out. Now what's she gonna do, huh? 
One kid baring his guts out stops the whole show, Funniest thing you 
ever saw. Now that's what an E class is all about.” 

Mast of the other teachers could not muster even this kind of 
enthusiasm far the lower-ability groups, and they repeated their fa- 
vorite regurgitation stories. 

“Remember the kid who puked at the basketball game. ..." 

“That was nothing. The greatest barf | ever saw was in Madison 
Square Garden,” said one of the teachers. “Same guy from a college 
team threw up all over Afty people... 2” 

The © students knew that very few of the teachers delighted in 
them as students or enjoyed them as people. 

“Boy, did they ever screw you,” a C-level senior boy said to me 
before class. 

“How's that?” T asked, 

“Givir’ ya us. Why didn’t they put you in an honors class. You're 
a good teacher.” 

“Thanks, but don’t you guys deserve good teachers?” 

“Yeah, but that’s not the way it works around here. You got 
screwed,” 

The C-level students had trouble expressing themselves in class, 
and they did not like te write. The district had embarked on a program 
to encourage writing in every class. We had inservice workshops and 
guest speakers to help us with our writing assignments, and all the 
teachers had to keep a Jog of their writing activities. Few teachers 
Participated in the decision to include writing a5 a mew curricular 
emphasis, and some resented it. “Every year they discover a new crisis! 
Three years ago it was reading! Now it is writing! What will it be next 
year? Why can't they just let us teach?" asked a French teacher. 

I tried to combine the teaching of writing skills with reading and 
library skills in the C classes, ] gave each student carefully chosen, 
discrete bits of information to look up, and a series of short writing 
assignments. I told them they could not use encyclopedias, but I al- 
lowed the students to work in pairs. Library work gave me a chance 
to help students individually, and not let them “fade out” as they did 
in the classroom. 

One day in the bbrary [ noticed one of my students sitting and 
staring out the window, 
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“Tohn, what's the matter?” ] asked. 

“Tcan’t find anything,” he whispered, “NWly partner's absent. [ don’t 
know where to start” 

“Did you look at«the card eatalogr® 
“Okay, good idea.” 

“John, do you know how to use the card catalog?” 

“Can | wait until my partner comes back? He'll be back tomorrow. 
He’s got all the notes.” 

I showed John how to find the book he needed. John and many 
other © students had tremendous difficulties in the library. They had 
al] been shown several times how to use the card catalog and the 
various commercial indexes, but it was hard for many of them to 
remember from one year to the next, For sume, it was easier to sit all 
period than to expose their ignorance; the library was just one more 
frustration, 

“Dac, | looked everywhere,” a student told me. “There's nothing 
on Roosevelt in this whole library! ‘Ya gotta let me use the encyclope- 
dia! Tm serteus.”" 

“Do you know what they call a book written about another per- 
son's life? | asked. 

“Yeah, a biography.” 

“Right. Did you lock in the biography section? There's an alpha- 
betical arrangement of books according to the last name of the subject. 
Look under the Rs.” 

“T's not there. I'm serious, Can T go to the bathroom? Ill look again 
when I pet back. Really. Im not kiddin. I gotta go.” 

T let him go. Under the best circumstances, not much was accom- 
plished in any one period in the library. By the time the students pot 
there and located a book, encyclopedia, or microfiche, they had little 
more than fifteen or twenty minutes before they had to put things 
away. There was a lot of motion, but net much action. There was a 
nice microfilm source for The New Yark Times, and microfiche of many 
magazines and periodicals, but there was only one microfiche reader 
and two microfilm readers, and a lot of time was spent waiting for a 
machine to be free. 

Lenjoyed the time with students away from class. The € students 
were interesting and fun to talk to whenever we could leave the 
narrow focus of the subject matter. Many of them worked after school; 
they had interesting experiences and insights; they were certainly less 
academically pretentious and less concerned about impressing their 
teachers than the A students. One student came up te me in the 
library, laughing, with her finger pointing to an open page of a history 
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baok. “Did you know that the Mfaise was a battleship?” she asked. “1 
just read that. | used to think that the Spanish blew up the state!” 

“Yeah, Dale, | think I did know that, but thanks for reminding 
me.” 

“Do the Cubans speak Spanish or Cuban?" 

“IT don't know, Ellen. Ask Jeff. He's the Spanish expert.” 

“Hey Doc, that film we saw in class, All Quiet on fine Wresfern 
Fron, Was it about Germans or Americans?” 

“They were American actors portraying Germans.” 

Are you sure, Dec? They didn’t talk with German accents.” 

“Trust me on this one. By the way, what's for lunch?” 

“Dog. We had cat yesterday. They never serve cat two days in a 
row. 

I thanked him, and noted the time. “Okay,” I said loudly in my 
authoritative leacher voice, “We have two minutes to go. Put your 
books away; push the chairs under the tables; straighten up the ency- 
clopedias; pick up the papers around the table; put away your hacky 
sacks; don’t throw the gummy bears around the room; thank the 
librarian for a wonderful day; see ya tomorrow, Quietly, please, qui- 
etly.” 

Iwould have liked to spend two or three days a week in the library, 
but that was not possible. There were many other social studics and 
English classes competing for library time. My classes averaged about 
two visits every third week, We prepared for debates, looked up 
material to be discussed in class, and did some “research,” The © 
students had a narrow range of interests, and the library provided a 
Rrealer array of materials, and offered a better chance of interesting 
them than | could in class. Althowgh most of the C-level students 
could read and write, they operated an a literal level. They had a great 
deal of difficulty dealing with abstractions. Books amd Alms that 
jumped From past to present to Future confused them, but they could 
be touched by the good films and the good backs. 

The scheal had a copy of the 1940 Darryl F, Zanuck film version 
of John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Fret. When I discovered the film, it 
became part of the curriculum, It had been purchased for the English 
department with funds from a student money-making project. My 
classes enjoyed the film and did not object ta the writing projects | 
assigned every night. | told them there was one Academy Award 
winner among the cast, and | asked them to write a letter nominating 
the person they thought most deserved it, We also wrote letters to 
President Roosevelt recommending solutions to the Depression; we 
wrote alternate endings to the Alm; we cast the Alm with contempo- 
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rary actors, and we talked about the Joad family. The flm and the 
problems of the Joad family seemed to capture the imagination of most 
of the students. lt took a week bo view the Glm, discuss ik, and write 
about it; and it may have been the most satisfying week I spent as their 
teacher, | had found something that had legitimate content for the C 
students to consider; they worked very hard; they did good work; and 
they seemed to enjoy it. 

There was, however, a shortage of materials that could whet the 
curiosity of those who were not especially excited by school, I had 
no other films te rival The Crepes of Wrafe, and no other books to 
match foneey Gat His Gua. Students liked the videotapes, but some- 
times these were confusing, [ showed the Public Broadcasting Sys- 
tem's “Time Vas" series so offen that many of the students 
probably thoueht Dick Cavett was their regular teacher. I also 
showed them an illegally taped version of “FOR: That Man in the 
White House” starring Robert Vaughn in a one-man shaw, but the 
many teferences to historic personalities, foreign heads of state, and 
political rivals confused the students, and I had to stop the tape 
often to explain the characters. 

“Okay, de you know who “Babs’ is?” [ asked, 

‘Yeah, his wife, Who's Lucy Mercer?” 

“His lover,” yelled out another student. 

“That's awesome! Didn't Kennedy have a lover?” asked the first 
student. 

“We'll get to that,” | said. “Are there any other questions about 
this videotape? Do you understand who all the characters are? Do you 
knew which party is which?" 

“No. Was Roosevelt a Democrat or a Republican?” 

“Democrat,” I said, 

“Okay. Kennedy was a Republican, right?” 

“Wo, he was a Democrat, too. Remember Harding, Coolidge, and 
Hoover were Republicans. Reagan was a Democract, but now he's a 
Republican.” 

“Doc, I'm having trouble keeping all this straight, Can you give us 
am easy way to remember it?” 

“Tl try. Remember, Democrats have more affairs than Republi- 
cans, If you can’t recall if a president was Democrat or Republican, ask 
yourself, “Would anyone sleep with this man?’ ” 

“Okay, no problem, I got it. Naw which one has the elephant?” 

“Will this be on the test?’ 

The students laughed. They knew that I had been kidding, and 
they were glad of the opportunity to tease me in return. We talked 
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about party affiliations during the New Deal period and during the 
present time, and we went back to the tape. Whenever | presented new 
material, the C students in particular were concerned with the extent 
to which they had to learn it. They would ask, “Are we responsible 
for this stuffe" “Will it be on the test?" “Do we have to write this 
down?” “Do we have to know this?” 

A large number of the Oldham students did nat know how to take 
notes from classroom discussions, The C-level students in particular 
seemed confused about what was important or what to write down. 
They seemed to write only these things | wrote on the board, and in 
the beginning of the year, they asked me to write everything in outline 
form so they could take it down more easily. In other schools [ had 
observed teachers who handed out a ditto sheet with a content outline 
before every class, but the Oldham teachers did net resort te this. I 
tried to get the © students to decide what was important after every 
period by asking different students to summarize the class discussion. 
Initially, this was difficult for them, and one student, unable to hind 
the right words, angrily told me this was my job, not his. Another 
student asked me if | did this with my A-level classes, 

The € students were self-conscious about their academic abilities, 
and they were curious to know if | treated them in the same way that 
T treated my A-level classes. On several occasions | combined classes 
with other teachers to show a film, or for panel discussions involving 
several teachers. If the other classes were composed of A-level or 
honors students, my usually gregarious and uninhibited C students 
would neither ask questions nor make comments. They sometimes did 
not understand the humor of A-level students, and they occasionally 
had trouble following the verbal interactions, Referring to the stu- 
dents in the honors class, one of my € students warned me, “Never 
bring that type of kid in here again.” 

Very little content was covered in C-level classes, but | had to vary 
my methodology a bit so one day could be distinguished from another. 
Sometimes we used simulation games, debates, role-playing games, 
and class presentations. Other times there were films, videotapes, and 
the library, along with in-class reading and discussions, It was not easy 
fer me to think up writing projects that would interest them, and 
harder to find the time to read them, It was also Frustrating to spend 
ten minutes writing comments on a paper that had not been written 
seriously, and then have a student look only at the grade and toss the 
paper away. | tried correcting papers with the student looking over my 
shoulder, but this was very time-consuming. It would take me a weck 
to correct and comment on one class set. 1 seemed always to be buried 
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under an avalanche of student papers; [ was rarely sure if they had 
learned very much; and I wondered if the things they were learning 
were worthwhile. . 


A-LEVEL FUNDIES 


The freshmen were at the bottom of the teachers’ list of preferred 
students. Most of the teachers responded that the freshmen were “too 
young” when I asked how they liked teaching them. The Freshmen 
were born in the same year I was drafted into the army, and teaching 
freshmen was a constant reminder of aging. The Vietnam war did not 
touch most of them more personally than the Spanish-American Var. 
They could mot recall when fast food hamburgers were cheaper, and 
they could remember no president before Jimmy Carter, The teachers 
preferred the older students too because they could talk to them about 
a wider range of subjects. Freshmen had few experiences; they did not 
often date; and they did not drive cars. 

Q’qne social studies teacher presented a cynical analysis of teacher 
preferences. “Look who goes into teaching,” he said. “They were just 
average shnoocks in high school, They were the kids at the bottom of 
the A classes; the kids with B averages; the second-string jayvee bas- 
ketball players; the band fags. New they're teachers and they can hang 
around with the best athletes in the school, the best-looking kids in 
school, and the smartest kids in the school, It's their chance to be what 
they were not in high schocl: Now they can be cool For the first and 
only times in their lives. If you're cool, why would you want to hang 
around with freshmen?” 

The freshmen understood their low status and they tried hard to 
Please their teachers. The A-level freshmen had along history of doing 
well in school, and they expected their teachers to like them. There 
was ne H-level in the freshman year, and the A classes represented the 
brightest and shiniest students in the grade. [lt was From the A classes 
that all the freshmen class officers were elected. Students in these 
classes tan the student council, and organized the dances, money- 
making projects, dance marathons, and candy sales. The A-level fresh- 
men were competitive, grade-conscious, and under pressure from 
home te do well, They quickly learned the Oldham game called “grade 
prubbing.” Any grade of less than a B was considered unacceptable, 
and students would appeal, whine, moan, pout, and protest as long as 
the teachers would listen or until they raised the grade. At least 15 
percent of the freshmen had taken some Form of privately adminis- 
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tered intelligence test, and many of them claimed they were in the 
“neal genius” range as measured by [Q tests. They could discuss the 
entrance requirements af Ivy League schools and the Schelastic Apti- 
tude Test scores necessary for admission to a dozen other schoals, 

There was no shortage of hubris among some of them, During 
Sandy's library orientation lecture, two of the girls in my third period 
freshman class decided they understood the Dewey Decimal System 
and the rest of the library well enough to close their notebooks, tune 
out, talk, and brush their hair, Loud enough for me to hear, they 
discussed their scores on the SAT exams they had taken the previous 
year. This test, usually administered to college-bound seniors, is also 
given experimentally toa large number of twelve-year-olds who show 
unusual promise. Although the form of the exam differs somewhat 
from those given the seniors, both girls had scores more than adequate 
tio gain automatic admission ta the state university, and T mentioned 
it to them, 

“hWwell who wants to po there?” one asked. “I'm shooting for Yale, 
Princeton, or MIT.” 

| wilted, and when Sarcly told me te ask them not ta brush their 
hair until the bell rang, | was glad of the opportunity to reproach them, 

They were smart and they knew it, and while on occasion they 
could be nasty and arrogant, they were generally passive and coopera- 
tive. The guidance counselors said they placed a very high value on 
compliance. When these students did not like what was going on in 
class, they retreated inwardly; they withdrew and became quiet rather 
than challenge the teachers. Some of them wrote notes to me indicat- 
ing that while they might appear not to be paying attention in class, 
they probably were. One student wrote, “I'm real smart and I get 
bored easily. | hope it doesn’t bother you if my mind wanders.” 

During a psychology unit, we discussed the nurture-nature contro- 
versy a5 part of our consideration of intelligence. We read the text and 
a few articles that gave opposing views. One side indicated that intelli- 
gence was a heritable trait delermined largely by biology and only 
slightly aHected by the way an individual is raised. The other side 
argued that intelligence, as measured by standardized tests, was in- 
Aluenced by heredity, but the greatest single variable determining 
scores on [Q tests was the environment in which the individual grew 
up. 

Por homework, I asked them to decide whether they supported the 
nurture or the nature argument, formulate a hypothesis which te- 
flected their view, and design an experiment that would test their 
hypothesis. The next day, one student suggested we surreptitiously 
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take 100 newborn infants from the inner city and randomly place them 
with Families in Oldham and Webster to be raised, At the same time, 
he said, we would take 100 newborns from this area and have them 
raised by city families, After fourteen years, he continued, we could 
measure their 1s, and compare them to the average [QO in the areas 
in which they grew up. If the individuals’ [I scores were similar to 
others in the areas in which they were raised, we could assume that 
intelligence is primarily a Function of environment. If the IQ scores 
were more harmonious with the average [2 in the areas from which 
they were taken, we could assume heredity is the primary delerminant 
of 1G, 

The class enjoyed the student's research proposal and pave him a 
round of applause. The students were very good with this type of 
mental gymnastics, They enjoyed academic games and challenges, and 
they would light up and come alive, After class, two students tald me 
how much they had liked the exercise and complimented me: “Good 
elass, Dr. P. Very well done.” | was surprised to feel so buoyed by the 
compliments of fourtern-year-old students, and in the future, after 
classes that] thought had gene unusually well, [ listened for, but rarely 
heard, similar approbation, 

We studied the social scientific method and read a fairly complex 
book that introduced them to the problem-solving techniques of social 
scientists. The text was out of print, and there were not enough copies 
for all my students, so we had to read it in class. The book introduced 
students to inductive and deductive logic, hypothesis formation, sta- 
tistical analysis, and prediction. All but the brightest students had to 
wrestle pretty hard with the the ideas in the book. To reward their 
effort, and to see if they understood some of the book's more difficult 
concepts, [ had them read excerpts from Joe MecGinnis’s book, Fata! 
Viston. 

The book, which was then a best seller, told the story of Dr. Jeffery 
MacDonald, who was accused and convicted of killing his wife and 
two children. MacDonald was serving a life sentence, but was appeal- 
ing his conviction. | asked the students to hypothesize about his guilt 
or inneacence, and present their data and arguments using either induc- 
tive or deductive Ingic. 1 may have been catering to their interest in 
violence, but they became highly invalved in the case. They discussed 
the back and the assignment with their parents, and I heard them 
argue about it in the cafeteria, | found several of them reading trial 
testimony in the library during their free periods. They pored over 
documents, drew floor plans of the house in which the murders took 
place, and made careful presentations in class. They were further 
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intrigued when I told them that Dr. MacDonald, his wife, and I had 
gone to high school together, and that we had been tracked in aca- 
demic honors classes similar to those in which they now found them- 
selves, Could 1 bring him in as a guest speaker, they asked, | had to 
admit that while | may appear pretty powerful to Freshmen, I could 
not grant pardons. 

These were the activities with which I started the year, and if the 
students thought this was a promise of things to come, they could have 
had me arrested for false advertisement. The curriculum guide for the 
fundamentals of social stuclies course was a single page that listed the 
seven umits to be taught (critical thinking, behavioral sciences, political 
science, econgmics, seagraphy, area studies, and ancient histery} and 
the duration of each unit. Books had to be shared with the other 
teachers, and the scheduled time of the units had to be adhered to, but 
we were free to leach anything. We used some of the textbooks in 
their entirety, parts of others, and photocopied articles and anything 
we could find that looked as though it would interest students. 

We spent a lot of time on political and economic learning. Troy 
reminded me several times “to hit the isms very hard in the freshman 
year.” The isms were capitalism, communism, and socialism, and stu- 
dents had to be told that capitalism was good and socialism was bad; 
democracy was good and totalitarianism was bad. The harder | hit the 
isms, the more the students slumped back in their chairs. Some of the 
students had covered this same material in the eighth grade, and they 
were bored, All the students disliked the book we had for this unit, 
and with littke supplementary material for them to read, I had to 
lecture or take them to the library. The freshmen were a tough audi- 
ence; they paid reasonably good attention, but it took very powerful 
materials and enthusiastic teaching te keep them with me. Most of the 
time the bouks were not provecative or even interesting, the classes 
were not that exciting, and the students sat back and politely observed 
what was going on. 

To try to get the students more actively involved in the course, I 
assigned several research papers during the year. The first paper asked 
them to choose some social problem, describe it, and develop several 
hypotheses that could lead to its solution. 1 allowed them to select 
their own topics. The most Frequently selected topic was child abuse, 
follawed by adolescent suicide, runaways, alcoholism, divorce, drug 
abuse, and teenage prostitution, [he assignment called for a paper that 
was to be eight pages in length, and we spent one day a week for five 
weeks in the library. | allowed students te work in pairs to make the 
assignment easier for them and for me. There were twelve separate 
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parts to the paper, aml the students could divide responsibility for 
each section between them; teanung up on the assignment would also 
teduce the number uf papers had to read by one half, 

About two weeks before the papers were due, a delegation of 
stidents from both of my freshman classes came to see me. 

“Dr. P., we have some questions about the paper.” 

“Okay,” | said, confidently, pretending that | had answers for an 
assignment that ] was, for the most part, making up as ] went along. 

“Is it true that both people will cet the same grade for the paper?” 

“Wes, that's true,” [ said, although I had given this no thought at 
all. 

“That isn’t Fair. What if one person works hard and the other does 
not, They both get the same grade. That's like socialism,” 

“You're right, But ultimately the hard worker's investment in labor 
and capital will pay off, and he will be rewarded, You know, like the 
three little pizs. The students who do mot work hard now will be 
devoured by the wolves of ignorance when they get to college. Any- 
way, think you're complaining beeause vou chose the wrong partner, 
Next time you can all work alone or choose someone smart to work 
with on the projects, Okay?” 

“hay. Qree more question. You satd that the papers had to be 
typed. Does a word processor count as a typewriter?” 

[thought that the students would ask permission to turn in hand- 
written papers, and I was prepared to agree (iF they were neat), but a 
request to turnin computer-typed papers was new for me. | told them 
that it was all ight and, ves, they could use word processing paper if 
they ripped off the perforated edges. A few students asked for an 
extension until January 1, because they had been promised a computer 
for Christmas. (The schoul conducted a survey which found that 25 
percent of all the students, and 40 percent of the freshmen and 
sophomores, had a computer at home.) Several students had their 
parents or their parent's secretary type the paper, and about half of 
them banged the keyboards themselves. No one asked to turn in a 
handwritten pauper. 

Their academic skills and intellectual abilities were invigorating. 
The A-level freshmen were capable of more rigorous thought than the 
C-level juniors and seniors, and they were more willing to take risks 
than the A-level upperclassmen. They were not afraid of making 
mistakes, and some of their classroom questions, guesses, and opinions 
could shake me from the dulling routines of teaching to consider the 
social sciences in new ways. We also talked about topics that were 
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tangential to the subject, such as polities and current events, and sume 
topics that had nothing to do with the subject, such as music and 
computers. They loaned me record albums and diskettes of computer 
games, and groaned when I shared my tastes in music with them. 

lenjoyed the freshmen as people, I found myself looking forward 
to my freshman classes and waiting at the door before class. They 
would enliven my day, and | was genuinely glad to see them. We 
would exchange greetings and smiles, and make whatever small talk 
the Four minutes between classes allowed. Same of the students were 
shy and would slip by, mumbling hellos and glancing at me only 
through the corners of their eyes, while others would slap hands and 
give “high Aves,” seeming ty enjoy being physical. They were open 
and enthusiastic, and they would bring in wonderful stories, experi- 
ences, and bits of information. One day a student asked me if | wanted 
to see what she had just learned in biology. | nodded yes, and she 
grabbed my arm and pulled some of the skin From the back of my hand 
and then released it, 

“See how slowly the skin goes back to its original shape compared 
to mine?” she asked as she performed the same experiment on her arm. 
“That means you're petting old, Doc. Your skin loses its stretchiness! 
Isn‘t that neat?” 

Real neat, | admitted. 

l was eager to begin my freshman classes, and | often skipped 
taking attendance formally and just looked around to see who was 
absent. It was fun to work with open, enthusiastic students, They 
knew how to please teachers. They handed in their work on lime, and 
it was well done; they were typically quiet even when they were 
bored: if you were moderately interesting, they reWarded you with 
Tapt attention; and they would usually pull you out of a jam. IF no one 
initially volunteered during an in-class reading, surmeone would even- 
tually raise a hand and read, even if it meant removing an orthodontal 
retainer from his or her mouth. Whenever [ was observed by Troy or 
one of the administrators, the students put on a show they called 
“Let's play perfect kids.” They would pretend excitement for every- 
thrires I did; they weoulel laush at every joke; and they would fight Et 
answer every question, and pretend to appreciate everything | said. It 
Was a performance they had rehearsed many times for their parents, 
but it never failed to impress administraters. 

I relaxed so much with the freshmen that it occasionally put me 
in conflict with the school rules, especially toward the end of the year. 
School became less forrnal by spring. By then, teachers had developed 
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relationships with their students; they knew what to expect from one 
another, and they could relax more than they could at the beginning 
of the year. Students and teachers could wear shorts to school (if they 
were not tog short). The emphasis an covering material decreased. 
Froms became major topics of conversation and interest; students were 
excused early on prom days, and teachers could be talked out of giving 
an assignment just before or just after prom weekends. 

Cin the first warm day of spring, water pistols seemed to material- 
ive with the crocus and proliferate like crab grass. Everyone from the 
president of the senior class to the lowliest and most demure freshman 
geemed to have at least one water pistol. A student in my last period 
freshman class had a small black water pistol, wrapped in a plastic 
bageie, in her handbag. 

“Mary, can [ see that, please?” | asked her. 

“Oh, don't take it away. Seheol’s almost aver,” 

“T won't take it away. Step whining, I just want to see it.” 

Mary handed the water pistol to me, and I admired the style and 
quality. 

These are similar to the water pistols | had in high school,” | said. 
While pretending to admire the gun, | pointed the barrel toward her, 
squeezed the trigger, and squirted her, “Wh, ['m sorry, Mary, I had no 
idea that would happen.” 

She knew better, and when | gave the gun back to her, she squirted 
me once. The word soon spread among the students: Papa Smurf had 
a water pistol fight with his class. Other teachers were confiscating 
them and smashing them under their heels, and I was using them and 
returning them in direct violation of school policy. 

By the next day, my third period class seemed to be armed with 
enough water pistols to put out a major fre. | feigned anger and 
seriousness Of purpose. [| confiscated all the water pistols, but promised 
ta return them at the end of the peried, A few minutes before the bell 
rang, |drenched the entire unarmed class with their own water pistols. 
Treturned the guns to them, as 1 promised, and they emptied into the 
halls to reload. The windows were open in room 24, The ground sloped 
away sharply from the building and what appeared to be about a ten 
foot drop to the ground was, in reality, less than four feet. A freshman 
gitl, with a mischievous gleam in her eye, led the charge, brandishing 
areloaded water pistel. | taunted her and at the last minute, | jumped 
aut of the window as the stunned class watched and squirted in 
impotence, The next day, | imposed a truce that held for the last month 
of school, despite numerous cease-fire violations by both sides. 


THE GRIKD 74 


SENIORITIS 


[ had not expected to enjoy teaching the freshmen as much as I 
did, but psychology turned out Eo be somewhat of a disappoint- 
ment for me. About half of the students were eager and interested 
in everything we talked about, and the other half, mainly seniors, 
admitted they were there as a way to coast painlessly through their 
last year, One student told me, “Ya shoulda known us when we 
were freshmen, Doc. We worked hard; we studied; all our teachers 
loved us. [t's been downhill since.” 

Another student agreed, saying that “Senior year is a reward for 
putting up with school for eleven years.” 

The students were open and reasonably attentive, but they were 
nat interested in doing much work, During what 1 thought was a 
pretty good introduction to Freudian dream symbolism, one of the 
students interrupted me. “Pssst, Doc, Look at this picture. Isn't she 
eute? Twenty-six, four foot cleven.” | was stopped in mid-sentence to 
pass judgment on the comeliness of a red-headed girl in a blurred 
photegraph. 

“Wery pretty,” [ said, hoping to return to my lecture. 

“T told her about you; I think you two would make a cute couple, 
She's living with her boyfriend, but they plan to break up. Can I tell 
her you're interested?” 

“Yeah, sure,” [ said to her, and to the elass, “I'll get back bo Freud 
tomorrew, unless you want me to hurry through this today.” 

“Save yourself, Doc,” called out one college-bound senior boy, “Ya 
got one more period to go today. Pace yourself or you'll burn out. We 
can wait.” 

The students were informal, relaxed and willing to discuss their 
phobias, dreams, and defense mechanisms, but they did not want to 
write a paper, and they nearly panicked when | announced a test. 

“Ts the test going to be multiple guess or essay?” 

“I plan to have some objective questions and two short essays.” 

One student yelled out, “Hey, Doc, why don’t you use the “scam- 
tron machine?” 

Psychology had a reputation as a course in which the students did 
net have to da much work, and because I was a new teacher, the 
students felt it was their duty to teach me the rules. The school had 
a Scan-tron brand test-scoring machine that was able to read and score 
a multiple-choice test in two or three seconds, giving the teacher the 
items most frequently missed and the mean scores. The students liked 
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the machine because it encouraged teachers to give multiple-choice 
tesls; the students could guess at the answers, claim some of the 
questions were ambiguous, and plead for a curve. Some of the teachers 
liked the machine-scored tests because they were casy to make up and 
grade. The psychology book came with a test manual of standardized 
test questions for each chapter in the book. If the teacher took tests 
from the manual, used the photocopying machine and the test-grading 
machine, tests for 120 students could be produced, run off, and graded 
in less than an hour, The students encouraged me to use “searmtron” 
tests Gut of a sense of fairness: They did not plan to work hard, and 
they did not expect me te work hare. 

We worked out some compromises: There would be no paper in 
the course, but there would be essay exams, We could talk about 
anything in class, and get off the topic as much as they liked, but the 
students would still be responsible for the material in the text and 
readings. The course evaluations at the end of the semester were very 
favorable. We had covered less material than | would have liked, but 
the students did more work than they had bargained for, and they 
seemed to have learned some psychology and enjoved the course. [ had 
enjoyed the negotiations and the students. 

In the second semester [ taught sociology in place of psychology, 
and things did net go as well. For the most part, | had the same 
students, but naw they were in the second semester of their seniar 
year, 2 time when, even in the better high schools, very little goes on 
cf academic consequence. To make matters worse, the textbook was 
not very good, 

The book was part of a series prepared by the American Sociologi- 
eal Association, supported by the National Science Foundation, and 
placed on the market in 1972, about the same time my students en- 
tered kindergarten. The most current data on population, income, 
voting, and infant mortality were from 1969, There were pictures of 
Richard Nixon and Spiro Agnew as president and vice-president, John 
Lindsay as mayor of New York, and a man in a “pray flannel suit,” 
which the caption identified as “the symbol of upward mobility.” The 
text was part of a multibook series, but the student workbooks were 
missing; there were no supplementary materials; and most of the stu- 
dent readers had been lost. The instructor’s manual encouraged me to 
use strategies and handouts that were nowhere to be found. lt was not 
unlike reading a book in which every other page was missing: [t was 
impossible to make sense Gut of it or maintain interest in ik. 

Troy knew things were bad, but he did not want to cance] the 
course for Fear that onee it was of the schedule, he would have trouble 
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resurrecting it. He had been promised new books for the following 
year, and he suggested that | use the eight or nine sample copies he 
had received from publishers and book salespeople, This would have 
meant that every student had a different text, and fifleen students 
would not have had texts, He realized this was not a perfect solution, 
and he added, “There's always the photocopy machine.” 

I photostatted some articles and sections From texts; | sent students 
to the library; and [ asked them to conduct surveys and sociological 
interviews; but the course was a dismal failure. By my own count, one 
class in every five was worthwhile, and very little work was done, A 
few students wrote good papers; one drew Donald Duck faces on the 
blackboard every day; and most students had a period in which to 
relax. I told the class they had the dubious distinction of being in the 
worst class | had ever taught. One student told me that “It had been 
an honer to take part in such a historic occasion,” and he shook my 
hand. | planned to pass everyone in the course, largely out of embar- 
rassment, but I could not. The only major requirement of the course 
was a six- to eight-page paper, and one student had not handed it in. 
I told him it was not possible to pass the course unless he turned in 
the paper, and I gave him several extensions of time. On the day of 
the nal exam, he handed me a nine-pare paper with one word written 
on each page: “This-is-my-paper-l-hope-you-like-it.” 


+ 


The school dav sped by quickly. There was little time to think 
about what you were doing or reflect on the consequences of your 
actions. From the frst bell to the last, we were always rushing. There 
was always work to do, papers to grade, tests to run oH, and materials 
te duplicate, When I first started teaching in the school, ] noticed that 
most of my colleagues were always busy with papers and grade books. 
By the second week, I no longer noticed because | was consumed with 
my own work, much of it clerical, | had toe check attendance lists, 
prepare homework assignments for absent students, keep track of tests 
and makeup exams, and maintain a record of those students who were 
Failing and those whe were not working hard. Grades were sent home 
every ten weeks, and at the hve-week point, “progress reports” were 
sent home te parents (unless the student was eighteen years old, in 
which case they would be given directly to the student), At times I 
thought [ did more grading and testing than teaching. 

For the most part, one day blended in with the next, with little to 
distinguish one from another. I saw the same students at the same time 
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every day. | passed the same teachers and students in the hall at the 
same place and time every day. I said hello to the same people as often 
as a dozen times a day, but rarely engaged any of them in more 
substantive conversation. [ arrived at school at the same time: | ate 
lunch at the same time: and [ left at the same time every day. 

] found it was difficult to teach well, Preparing for class, devising 
slrategies, finding matenals, and presenting them to students took 
more time and energy than | had. It was hard enough to teach thirty 
students well any one period, and perhaps too unrealistic to expect to 
doit hve times a day. | tried to keep a tally of the classes I taught well 
and the days on which I taught all five well. If T really tried hard, I 
could teach three to Four good classes a day, and I could usually do 
this about two or three days a week. [ told one of the teachers of my 
Frustration. He told me that if | were a baseball player and went two 
For five every day, | would be a 400 hitter. No one has hit like that 
since Ted Williams, he said by way of conselation. Who did [ think 
I was anyway? 

The students seemed to be enormously forgiving and tolerant of 
bad teaching. Sometimes [ wondered why they did not scream out 
“Came on, beach better! You can do it! You've done it before! We'll 
help!" But they never did; they would compliment me on a vood class, 
a good reading assignment, or a good videotape, but they rarely com- 
plained, 

When my teaching did not go well, I felt terrible, but there was 
seldom anyone to talk to about it. For the most part, my job asa public 
schol teacher was spent in isolatign from colleagues and superiors. 
Miost things occurred away from other adults, When | had a particu- 
larly good or bad class, no one knew about it but the students, Only 
two periods of the nine period day were spent in the company of other 
teachers, and during these periods | often had too much work to do 
to talk, Teachers rarely talked about their classes at any Hime. When 
teachers were having lunch or preparing material, they seldom dis- 
cussed teaching. 

Once ina while something would happenin a class that compelled 
teachers to seek out a sympathetic colleague. One day, Mike Werge 
stopped mein the hall between classes. “['ve got to tell you this story,” 
he said. “There's a new student in my fourth period Freshman class 
from ran. He’s fourteen years old and he came to the United States 
because he had been drafted into the army. lasked my students if they 
had any questions they would like to ask him. No one asked any 
questions, so | asked some questions, I asked him what would have 
happened if he had refused to go into the army. He said he would have 
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been arrested and exeeuted. The class did not react, Pasked him what 
differences he found between life in Iran and life in the United States. 
He said ‘sex,’ In the United States, he saw boys and girls holding hands 
and kissing in public; in [ran they would be whipped for this. The class 
said mothing; they sat there like stones, as if they had not heard 
anything the least bit out of the ordinary. WWhat do you make of it? 
There is nothing | do with that class that gets a reaction. There's 
nothing [can do that interests them and it sometimes drives me crazy!" 

“You're obviously a bad teacher,” [ tokl Mike. “What made you 
think that high school kids in the United States are the least bit 
interested in sex and violence? Teach the isms, That's the bell. | have 
to go. Vl talk to you at lunch,” 

Thad no idea what was going on in Mike's class, and I am not sure 
that | could have helped him, but | was net expected by the school te 
help, and | was not free the period when he taught to stop in on my 
own. The best we could offer each other was sympathetic commisera- 
tion. The job of classroom teacher was defined very narrowly. | had 
five classes to teach, one library duty, and one department duty. Mike 
had five classes, cafeteria duty, and a department duty. We did the 
same job in the same building, and two of the courses we taught were 
the same, but we worked separately and alone. We were to teach and 
maintain order, There were no other formal requirements of the job. 
T was not expected ta help my colleagues, nor was | told to expect any 
help from them. The schedules were made For us; the curriculum was 
designed for us; and the textbooks were selected for us, Administra- 
tors made decisions, and supervisors gave assistance when they could. 
If we wanted to exert a greater influence over our jobs, we would have 
to become administrators, 

As aclassroom teacher, the job seemed largely out of my control. 
Tt was a physically tiring job, but there were few decisions to make, 
and very little pressure. Some teachers said that the best way to ac- 
commedate to teaching was simply to “po with it.” They advised me 
to teach the classes, enjoy the kids, and not worry about anything else, 
They sald that because we had no authority, we had no responsibility, 
For those teachers who wanted to bring about some change, or to try 
some new ideas, or exert a greater control aver their teaching, the job 
could be very difficult, As Mike Werge said, “It could be a Very easy 
job to do, but a very hard job to de well,” 
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THE FACULTY ROOM 


The faculty room was the center of the teachers’ social world, the scene 
of most of their interactions with colleagues, It served as lunch room, 
workroom, and a place to relax and unwind. It was also the teachers’ 
sanctuary; it was one of the few areas of the school where the students 
eculel merk ge. 

The ragm was small, always Alled with smake, and usually dirty. 
The windows were unwashed; the tables were strewn with crumbs, 
and there were flies everywhere. Early in the year, teachers complained 
about the conditions of the room, and Don Brandt, the assistant prin- 
cipal, promised to investigate. After several weeks, he reported to the 
faculty that he had found the roam to be clean at the beginning of 
school, but that it became dirty as the day wore on. By the third lunch 
period, he noted, the tables were soiled and the trash basket was 
overflowing. He concluded that because only the Faculty used this 
room, it was they who were creating the mess. He suggested that if 
the faculty picked up after themselves, there would not be a problem. 
The teachers were less than enthusiastic about his findings and recom- 
mendation, 

Don conceded that the flies were a problem for which the teachers 
were oot directly responsible, and he decided to purchase five rolls of 
flypaper and put them up himself. “IF this will make the teachers 
happier, then [am glad to de it,” he said as he scanned the room for 
the best place to put the spirals of sticky paper. 

In an attempt to improve the appearance of the faculty room, the 
school purchased matching tablecloths and curtains. The tablecloths 
were washed infrequently, and they contributed to the problems of 
the room. The teachers circled food and coffee stains, noting the day 
and date so they could determine the interval between washings. 
“Look at this one," shouted an incredulous wood shop teacher, “That's 
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a spaghetti stain, and we haven't had spaghetti in a week! Who's 
supposed to take care of these things? Whatdo we have administrators 
for?! 

Don Brandt ignored the question ofered in the playfully conten- 
tious spirit of the faculty room, and he sat dawn with Paul De Faro 
amd me, Paul rarely epent time in the faculty room, and whenever he 
did, he could expect some teasing from Brandt and the other faculty 
room regulars. 

“Welcome to the faculty room, Mr. De Faro,” Brandt said. “We're 
honored to have you here. Did T ever tell you about my high school 
basketball team?" 

"Six tines,’ Paul De Faro answered in a soft voice. 

“Well, let me tell the story again. Maybe Stu didn’t hear, You 
know, I] was the only white guy, a 3°?" guard, on an all-ltalian team. 
Every practice they would wear those—what do you call them?— 
guinea-Ts, with their hair all slicked back. [, of course, had a crew cut 
and a really good two hand sct shot, if l say so myself... 2" 

Paul would bristle at Don's intentionally provocative humor. Later 
he told me: “Lip to a point, I'm willing te take this stuff from Brandt 
because he’s an administrator, and T like him, But Ill only take it up 
to a point, and I won't take it at all from another teacher.” 

Most of the teachers told me not to take too seriously those things 
said in the faculty room; it was a place to “bust chops," they said. Paul 
resented ethnic humer and distrusted those who used it. He tried te 
avoid the faculty room, but in a small school with Few other work 
areas it was not always possible. One day, in the faculty room, Paul 
and the head of the related arts department got into an argument about 
atercatypes. 

“What's wrong with stereotypes if they’re true, Paul? A lot of 
these stereotypes are based in fact. Let's face it, Italians are involved 
in organized crime; they do wear their shirts unbuttoned to the navel; 
they wear alot of gold chains and skin-tight pants; they...” 

“What about WASP stereotypes?” Paul interrupted. “They hold 
true as often as ltalian stereotypes.” 

“What WASP stereotypes? There are no WASP stereotypes.” 

“Bland food, bad sex, and no personalities!” offered Paul. “Every 


"The peb of cleaning the tables and laundering the tablecloths bad been assigned te the cafeberia 
atalt, and they were oot enthusiastic about it. They served Food ta L300 less than appreciative 
duets armed staff: all day long they heard complaints about the quality ate selection ef the bos. 
The startling calary for the cafeteria workers was jel over Tinh Wape, and they were 
promised only aS cemt hourly increase For the Following year, They Uhowehs that mary of the 
faculty were snobs, and that the students were spoiled. They felt that laundering the tablecloths 
Was an Uonecessary impasition on an already overburdened staff. 
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time [ go te one oF your WASP weddings 1 have to stop of to get 
something to cat on the way home! You should be ashamed, You 
pecple starve your guests!” Paw said this calmly, but he was angry and 
he started to leave the room. Don Brandt was coming into the faculty 
room as Paul was leaving. 

“You look very nice today,” Brandt said. “What kind of outht is 
that, Paul? Is that some Italian city-boy look?” Paul was wearing a 
flannel shirt, knit tie, and corduroy slacks. “I remember when I was 
in the service, .,.” 

“Don, this is preppy,” Paul interrupted, his usual tolerance for 
Brandt temporarily exhausted. “How can you work in Oldham and 
not recognize preppy clothes?” 

Don laughed, and turned his attention to me and the toothpick I 
had in my mouth. Don gave me a gentle punch on the arm and asked, 
“Ts that the U. L. Washington look? Do you know who he is?” 

“Let me guess, I said. “The guy who got an Ed.D. in educational 
administration for inventing the late pass?” 

“No, smart ass,” replied Don, “U. L. Washington, for your infor- 
mation, was a shortstop with Kansas City, and he chewed on a tooth- 
pick too until he decided that it was a bad image for young 
ballplayers.”” 

“Oh, | know this may not be a gaod imaye, but it replaced my 
smoking habit some years ago, and that was a poorer image for kids. 
Anyway, you know it’s just an oral fixation, and how would it look 
if | walked around with a breast in my mouth all day.” 

One more purich on the arm, this time not as playful. 

“Psychology teachers give me a pain. Have a good day, gentle- 
men,” Don said. “I have to get back ta work.” 

“Hey Brandt,” one teacher yelled out, “vou little bag of shit. What 
is it that you do around here besides giving teachers a hard time? Is 
your san still in chiroquackery school?” 

The good-natured attack on Brandt came from a member of the 
English department who prided himself on his crude, sexually charged 
humer, His huge arms suggested his background in the building 
trades, and his more than ample girth reflected his physically casier 
work as a teacher. 

“lwon't dignify that with a response,” Don responded, finding it 
impossible to ignore the attack on his only child who was in chiroprac- 
tie school, “Tm just surprised,” he said, referring to his tormentor’s 
outht, “that anvene wearing a pink sweater would be so bold.” The 
teacher laughed and then focused his attention on one of his colleagues 
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in the English department whe was having trouble putting coins in the 
soda machine on the far side of the room. 

“Put it in slowly, dear,” he bellowed across the room, “Don’t put 
it in upside down. [t's hard to put it in upside down.” 

Don was uncomfortable with this type of humor, and he turned 
his attention to the metal shop teacher who was in a bad mood. 

“Hey paisan, come sia?” 

“Cut it aut, Brande, ve had enough crap from people today.” 

“What's the matter, gwonta, bad day today?” 

Without another word, the metal shop teacher picked Brandt up 
in his arms and placed him gently on one of the tables. Brandt was 
smart enough not to resist, and he gathered himself, adjusted his smile, 
and left the faculty reom, 

Loud banter dominated the room, but quieter conversations did go 
on. Willa Green claimed that it was only the men whoa joked and 
talked endlessly about sports and sex. She said the women’s conversa- 
tians, Ina roomin which the men and women rarely sat together, were 
more lofty and less crude, Willa enjoyed talking about art, the opera, 
and trips she had taken to Europe, and she often invited me to join her 
table. Most of the women did not discuss sports, but their conversa- 
tions rarely were scrious or cerebral, and in a sex-segregated school, 
it was easier for me to sit at one of the men’s tables, 

One day, Sal and Gus, the two wrestling coaches, and I found 
ourselves at the same table at lunch. We had little to talk about, and 
after five minutes of polite conversation about wrestling had ended, 
Gus decided to break the uncomfortable silence with a joke: 

“T went out to get a hamburger yesterday in a restaurant near 
where I live," he said, “I was sitting at the table but there was no 
catsup at the table, so | went up to the counter to get some, When | 
got back to the table, there was this big black guy, maybe 700 pounds, 
getting ready to eat my hamburger. I said, ‘Hey, that’s my hamburger.’ 
He says, ‘Does it have your name on it?’ So 1 called the manager, not 
wanting to confront a 200-pound black man, and he throws the guy 
out. The manager savs that this guy does this all the time, sits down 
and scoffs up somebody else's food, So, [ sat down to eat my ham- 
burger and the guy comes back in. “Hev,’ he says, ‘T left my paper bag 
under the table.’ [looked down and sure enough there was a paper bag 
under the table. ‘Is that your paper bag?’ | asked him. “Yeah," he says. 
‘Well how dol know? [t doesn’t have your name on it.” The guy started 
to yell at me, but the manager threw him aut again.” 

After a short pause, Sal asked, “Did you look in the bag?” 


es 900 SHOWS a TEAK 


"Weah, I did,” said Gus, “and do you know what was in it?” 

" Whatt” 

“Bullshit, Just ke the rest af the story,” 

We laughed politely. Gus excused himself, Telling jokes was not 
part of his conversational style. Fle claimed he had little in common 
with most of the teachers in the school, and he chose not to associate 
with them when he was not forced to. Although they worked together, 
coached together, and had wrestled in the same weight class in high 
echenol, Gaus and Sal had Few other similarities, Gus was relaxed and 
informal, and he enjoyed the students more for their personal qualities 
than their academic abilities. Sal was intense, insecure, and convinced 
of the importance of science. He liked academically rigorous courses 
and “the more capable students.” Gus believed that he provided stu- 
dents with a relaxed course in psychology so they could explore their 
feelings and motivations. Sal thought the purpose of school was rigar- 
ous academic preparation for college, and explorations of feelings were 
perhaps frivolous, if even remotely appropriate for secondary schools. 
They each derived separate pleasures from being a high school teacher, 
and dened teaching differently. Te avoid conflict, they cid not dis- 
cuss their substantive differences in outlock, 


DON’T JUDGE THE TEACHERS BY WHAT YOU HEAR IN 
THE FACULTY ROOM 


The bulletin board in the Faculty room was used to tack up school 
netices, baseball pool results, and clippings from the local papers. 
Mike Flynn elanced ever my shoulder as 1 read a copy of an article one 
of the teachers had photostatted and put up on the board. 


Amputated penis resewn. Doctors attached the penis of a man who virtu- 
ally severed the organ with a circular saw and he was reported in goad 
condition yesterday, .. . 


Mike told me that the faculty room was not a good reflection of 
the teachers, but a sample of the population more skewed toward the 
complainers, the jocks, and the profane. Mike wore several hats in the 
sthoul, He was an English teacher, the coordinator of student activi- 
tics, and the coach of the golf team. It was he who had loaned me the 
extra copies of Malden Tue and the film The Grapes of PVrath, Mike 
coordinated the scheal’s nonathlelic extracurricular activities, which 
ranged from the modern dance club to the bowling club, and from the 
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literary magazine ta the needlecraft club. There were thirty-eight ex- 
tracurricular activities with a combined enrollment that exceeded the 
number of students in school. Mike had to schedule activities, keep 
track of expenses, submit credit vouchers, and supervise the activity 
advisers. For his work as coordinator, he received a one-class reduction 
in teaching load. 

The students considered Mike to be one of the best teachers in the 
school, and his humanities class was one of their preferred courses, 
Mike said that it was the “kids that keep me going.” He liked most 
of the students at Oldham, saying: “Most of the kids are nice, but the 
A students are less challenging, less interesting.” His greatest criticism 
af the students was that they “don’t tend to question; they are too 
robotized and too compliant.” 

Mike taught in the learning community (LC), the classes for those 
juniors who did not like school or school work. He was teamed with 
Paul De Faro and a geometry teacher, along with one guidance coun- 
selor. The program was designed to improve the students’ attendance, 
attitude toward school, amd academic achievement. The LC teachers 
were the only teachers who openly discussed students and teachine. 
They had common problems and a common mecting time every day 
to work on programs, curricula, and student progress. They had a 
block of three classes, back to back, for two hours of teaching. They 
could break up the time as they saw fit, and were not constrained by 
the bell schedule, Some days they would break the periods into three 
parts, while other days the entire two-hour block would be used for 
math, social studies, English, a guest speaker, or a field trip. 

Mike Flynn decided that the hallway in which his classroom was 
located looked too institutional, and he encouraged the students to 
bring in plants and art reproductians from home. The “humanities 
hallway,” as they called it, took on more charm and life than most of 
the others in the scheal, and damage to the plant shelves and the art 
was minimal, Mike and Paul De Faro shared one of the more interest- 
ing classrooms in the school. Paul was a collector, and a partial sample 
of his treasured jumk was displayed in the room. There was a large 
American flag, an Italian flag, and a flag from the Soviet Union. The 
back wall was covered with a huge replica of a 1O40A income tax Form, 
publicity posters of the National Ballet of Cuba, a vintage Jarnes Dean 
poster, and more recent film posters. There were photographs of the 
U.S. Intrepid, a Marine recruiting poster, and assorted blowups fram the 
Front pages of Variety and The PVall Street fowrnal, Lying on his desk were 
a photograph of his wife, a World War I gas mask, and the nozzle of 
an oxyacetylene torch, 
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Both Mike and Paul were trivia fans, and every day they wrote 
trivia questions on the board. They felt if they asked students to 
“name the Seven Dwarfs,” of “who was the heroine King Fong carried 
up the Empire State Building in the original movie?” students would 
be more likely to core bo class on time. There was also a graffiti board 
on the side wall so students would net have to write on their desks, 

De Faro and Flynn got along well, but they were the odd couple. 
Paul described himself a5 a “neat Freak” who walked around straight- 
ening chairs and picking up paper whether he was in school or at 
home. Mike admitted that he could more casily tolerate diserder. “T'm 
willing to water the plants,” he said, “but that’s about it.” Desks out 
of line and paper on the floor did net seem to bother him, and he and 
Paul often bantered about the cleanliness of the room in Front of the 
students. As a hyperbolic extension of their disagreements, they di- 
vided the room in half by running a masking tape line along the carpet 
and up through the chalkboard. Paul warned Mike, in front of the 
students in the LC, to keep the mess on his side or there would be 
trouble. Mike scoffed at Paul, challenged him to a boxing match, and 
brought in two sets oF sixteen-ounce gloves. 

The fight was Hmed so there would be a let of bravado exchanged, 
but no blows were to be struck. According to their plan, Larry Silver- 
man, the assistant principal, was to come in and break up the fight 
before any damage was done, but Larry was late. Despite a great deal 
af stalling, Paul and Mike had to stage a hght for a few rounds. They 
each stood about six Feet tall, but at 180 pounds, Mike was at least 
thirty pounds heavier than Paul, Neither of them was an experienced 
fighter; they did not know how to pull punches, and they both walked 
around with bruised ribs and sore arms for a few weeks. The LC 
students never knew if the fight was real or mot, nor did they ask. 
Asked why they did it, Paul explained, "It’s a way of keeping yourself 
sane in this crazy job,” 

Mike's major project of the year was the organization of the Hum 
Pest (humanities festival). For one day, in early May, regular classes 
were suspended, and in their place were workshops, presentations, 
and exhibits by Faculty, students, and members of the community. Sal 
spoke about extraterrestrial life; Paul gave a demonstration of rock 
climbing; Mike Werge made a presentation on wilderness camping. 
There were poetry readings, judo exhibitions, and discussions af ca- 
reers in architecture, photography, and merchandising by parents of 
students and other community residents, There were six one-hour 
sessions, and about sixteen presentations in each session, Teachers 
were assigned to supervise, and while behavior in the sessions was 
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very good, student attendance was not. Nearly one-third of the stu- 
dents cut school. Mike was ternbly disheartened. He and the student 
organizers had put a lot of energy into preparing for the day, and he 
said if students were going to reward their efforts by cutting, there 
would be no more Hum Fests. Although they had been running every 
year for six years, the [Tum Pest was canceled for the following year. 
He wanted to make school more interesting, but the students’ attitude 
made him pessimistic about changing the way in which schools were 
run. 

Mike Flynn was graduated from a public high school and a state 
college, but he had a strong Catholic upbringing. When asked why he 
went into teaching, Mike explained: “The nuns had told me to pray 
fer a vocation.” Mike put a lot of energy into lus teaching and his 
preparation. After fourteen years in the classrogm, he had lest none 
of his enthusiasm for his work, bot he was tired of his co-workers, He 
said that when he first began as a teacher, he would go out of his way 
to get together with other teachers to develop new strategies and to 
plan new courses, but he no longer had the time or the enthusiasm for 
it, As the single parent of two boys, he put his energy into his family, 
not his colleagues. 

Mike shared an office with the athletic director, and he had a place 
to work that allowed him to avoid the faculty room except for a brief 
solitary lunch. He ate quietly, graded papers in the smoking section, 
and he checked on the soda machine. Mike refilled the machine and 
kept track of the profits, which were used for a student scholarship, 
but he kept out of most faculty discussions. He speculated that teach- 
ing may be such a personal art, such a private enterprise, that it was 
too hard for people engaged in it to work too closely with others. He 
did net think this was necessarily detrimental to the school. He sug- 
gested if enough talented teachers were hired, the school would run 
itself. 

Many of the teachers avoided the Faculty room. One of the bright- 
est and the best read English teachers in the school typically ate lunch 
in the custodians’ work room, claiming that he learned more there than 
he did from the teachers. “[f [went to the faculty room, | would wind 
up fighting with half a dozen teachers every day. Who needs the 
aperavation? he asked, adding sarcastically, “['m a married man. I get 
all the fighting | need at home.” 

One member of the seience department also avoided the faculty 
room. Lou Smith taught bielogy and coached the school’s science 
teams, which competed against other high schools in academic compe- 
titions, He said that he did not like the Faculty room because he could 
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nek accommodate the conversations and he did not have the time to 
waste, 

“Tt takes mea long time to set up and break down labs, and | use 
my free periods to work,” he told me. “The facilities are not adequate 
in science, and the equipment and supplies are 40 amazingly horrible 
that ] have te work extra hard to prepare for class. | havea lot of plants 
to water and take care of, and anyway, I have student lab assistants, 
and | would rather spend my time with them than with the teachers.” 

Lou thought that the students were brighter and more interesting 
than most of the faculty. “All the teachers do is bitch about the job 
and the kids,” he said. “I can have better conversations with the 
students,” 

Lou was one of the teachers who had retreated from the main- 
stream of the faculty, and he defined teaching personally and in isola- 
tion from other teachers. At one time he had played tennis with Sal, 
and he considered ane of the Prench teachers to be his friend, but these 
teachers were now married, and Lou was divorced, He claimed he no 
longer maintained social friendships with his colleagues, and he rarely 
went bo faculty parties. From our conversations, it did not appear that 
he liked most of the other teachers, but he enjoyed teaching. The 
advantages of the job for him were the vacations, the quality of the 
students, and the freedom te teach. 

“L work very hard for ten months,” he told me, “but I don’t know 
if | could handle a real job with only two weeks of vacation. I'm 
addicted to my summers of. | like to travel to bizarre places. I'm 
thirty-Ave. [don't think I could find another job where I could make 
this much money in ten months. I’m in this for the summers, the 
vacations, and a sepment of the student population. ... The students 
are my social life. T go butterfly hunting with former students; I travel 
with former students; they really are my friends here.” 

Low said he had a great deal of freedom once he closed the door 
to his classroom and labs and pursued the teaching of science. He 
complained about the lack of facilities, and while he thought his 
supervisor was less than strong, he said the supervisor was smart 
enough not to interfere with his teaching. He said, “If people leave 
me alone, | do fairly well in the classroom, and I'm prelty happy 
doing it.” 

Coaching the schoul’s science teams put Louw in contact with many 
of the brightest students in the school, and he claimed the school left 
him alone because of the good publicity the science teams brought to 
the district. “Let's a joke,” he said. “This is not a strong department, but 
everyone thinks it is because the teams win state competitions. In 
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1978, the teams in biology, chemistry, and physics swept the state, and 
we usually have at least one winner a year, sq we cover For the in- 
competents.” 

Lou said one member of his department could not contro] the 
students, another knew little science, a third was waiting to retire, and 
a Fourth let his creationist views interfere with his teaching. 

“We don't have enough Jab time to teach science; im some areas, 
we don’t even meet the state requirements. Students do not learn 
science by listening to a teacher, yet [one of the members of the 
department] doesn't like labs because the ‘students make a mess’ and 
labs take a long time to set up.” 

According to Lou, the successes of his science teams have, in some 
ways, hurt his department. "Wie have inadequate resources, but the 
kids do so well, [the members of the board of education] say that we 
don’t need any more money.” He attributed the victories of his teams 
mainly to the nature of the students. “WVe pet academically oriented, 
middle class kids so we're bound to do well, but we beat other schools 
which are larger and wealthier, and so some of the credit has to go to 
the program.” He wondered how much better his students would do 
if the science programs received greater Amancial support. 

Lou's reputation among the students was that of a strong, dermand- 
ing teacher who was very good For college-bound students. They were 
reluctant to rate him among the best teachers in the school because 
they knew him to be impatient with slower students, Among the 
Faculty, he was known as an elitist and a loner. Low claimed he felt 
good about the work he did as a teacher, but he was less than sanguine 
about the prospects for a change in teaching. He said there is sa much 
wrong with high schools that in order to remedy the problems, the 
system would have to be dismantled and reconstructed. While he 
believed that good teachers were underpaid, he was not in favor of a 
salary increase For all teachers. 

“L would vote against an across the board raise for teachers,” he 
said. “It's tog much like secialism to give everyone the same raise 
tegardless af how well they perform. | blame the unions, in part, For 
the problems of teaching, I can’t think of a thing that the state or the 
national teacher organizations have done for me or the profession 
except to protect incompetents.” 

Lou felt that at times it was embarrassing to be a teacher. He 
worked hard. He was proud of his advanced placement courses, for 
which students received college credit. He was the facult¥ adviser for 
the chess team; he advised and organized trips for the 170-member ski 
club; and he pave up much of his free time to coach the science team 
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and ta prepare for class. Yet he occasionally ran into members of the 
community who thought that teachers were lazy and overpaid. “Old- 
ham High School has the reputation of being a country club, a school 
in which lazy teachers do not push compliant students nearly 
enough,” he said. 

Lou Smith thought that the reputation was largely deserved, but 
that his courses were rigorous, and he could not imagine working 
himself or hig students any harder. 

“Some puy in the English department gets an award from the 
librarian for showing 63 films a year! The social studies department is 
a sanctuary for coaches! ] can’t think of a bright person in PE," Lou 
said, 

Lou Smith could not identify the best teachers in the school be- 
cause, he said, he had no classroom experience with most of the staff, 
but he could name only four teachers he considered to be “very 
bright.” In some ways, he felt it was tough to be a public school 
teacher today. “Tes like being a Cope, he said. "They have to take a kot 
of shit for bad cops, and good teachers take a lot of shit for bad 
teachers.” 

Like many teachers, Lou backed into the field, He had attended the 
Lniversity of Tennessee for two years, and then transferred to a school 
in-state 2s a pre-vet major. He could not get admitted to a school of 
veterinary medicine, and decided to try teaching for a few years, He 
liked it and decided to stay, earning two master’s degrees from schools 
with good science departments. All his graduate coursework was in 
various science areas, not education. “Those courses,” he said, refer- 
ring to the latter with disdain, “are useless.” 


THE PROFESSIONAL EDUCATION OF TEACHERS 


Many of the teachers disagreed with Lou's appraisal of the faculty and 
the strength of the science department, but most supported his view 
of coursework in education. In a su rvey I administered to the Faculty, 
ever 50 percent of the teachers claimed that their graduate and under- 
graduate education courses were “unhelpful” or “very unhelpful” to 
them. While the teachers indicated that undergraduate courses in edu- 
cation were more useful than graduate courses, many of them could 
not aveid taking praduate degrees in education. The only route out of 
the classroom was to become a supervisor, administrator, or guidance 
counselor, and the positions all had separate sets of state-mandated 
education coursework requirements. 
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Even for those teachers who planned to remain in the classroom, 
education courses had at least one undisputed value: money, A teacher 
with ten years of experience and a bachelor’s degree earned about 
$19,000. With a master's degree and an additional sixty hours of 
coursework, a teacher could earn more than $25,000, Over a twenty- 
year period, the difference was $120,000, It did not matter if the 
coursework was in education or in subject fields. Miost teachers 
claimed they could take no more than one course asemester in content 
areas, but it was not unreasonable to take two or more of the less- 
demanding education courses. Larry Silverman completed a master’s 
degree in educational administration in two summers and one aca- 
demic year of part-time attendance. 

The teachers knew I had taught education courses, and they liked 
to give me a hard time about it, While | was grading papers one 
afternoon in the faculty room, ome of the social studies teacher yelled 
out to me, 

“Hey Stu, look at this,” he said as he threw a college flier to me. 
"Wanna pick up a supervisor's certificate at MIT?" 

“MOT? 

“Yeah, ‘Miller Institute of Technology.’ " He explained that Pro- 
fessor Miller was on the faculty of a small private college in the area, 
and he taueht extension courses at the high schools in the field of 
curriculum and instruction. Teachers claimed that no one did any 
work in his courses, everyone received a grade of Aor B, and everyone 
moved up on the pay scale, Professor Miller is reported ta have asked 
his classes, “Who am I to stand in the way of your raise?” 

The discussion of education courses attracted the teachers like flies. 

“Why can't they speak English in those courses?" asked a French 
teacher. “They attempt to obscure the little they know with jargon, 
and our administrators take those courses and believe tt. Look at Don 
Brandt, a PE major who took education courses and mow considers 
himself a scholar, The man is a charlatan!” 

“The whole field is a sham,” agreed a German teacher. “Every 
course in education talks about Maslow and self-actualizing your 
pricritizations, and writing across the curriculum about your affective 
reeds, 2.” 

Willa Green said that she refused to take “educational courses” 
and did not have the time tu take content courses in English, and 
consequently she did not have a master’s degree. | agreed that educa- 
tion courses could be weak, but so too, I said, are many other courses, 
I tried to argue that teachers needed courses in education as well as in 
content, but I did not change anyone's opinion. 
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While coursework in education was discredited, there was a lack 
of sophistication about many areas of teaching and research. In Febru- 
ary of my first year at the high-school, Dr. Szabo and | discussed my 
future in the district. He said some members of the board were under 
the impression that | was to be there For only one year, and he in- 
dicated they were reluctant to reappoint a social studies teacher at my 
salary, especially one who did not want to coach. Dr. Szabo indicated 
that [could make myself more attractive to the board in several ways: 
by getting involved in the district’s inservice program, working with 
the other high school in the district on a review of the curriculum, and 
by making a presentation to the board concerning the findings of the 
social studies assessment, 

I agreed to make some inservice presentations and to work on the 
curriculum, but [ told him | would have some trouble presenting the 
Hndings of the assessment program. | teld Szabo something which | 
had shared with Troy Thayer, the social studies supervisor, several 
months earlier: The assessment lacked any semblance of validity or 
reliability. No effort had been made to determine whether the test 
measured the variable it purported to measure or the precision with 
which it measured that variable (see Cronbach, 1970; Ebel, 1972), 

Fach subject area was involved in an assessment process designed 
to document the extent of student learning. Departments from each 
of the two high schools jointly developed a test of academic content 
and administered it to the students. The social studies test, called a 
political awareness test, consisted of sixty-five multiple-choice and 
true-false questions, Multiple-choice questions asked students to 
identify the governor of the state, the United States senators from the 
state, and the vice-president of the United States. One question asked 
students to decide if the Following statement was true or False: “When 
an individual lies under oath, he is committing precedent.” A multiple- 
choice question asked students to choose the best answer to complete 
the sentence: “A militaristic, ethnocentric, racist, ultranationalistic 
dictatorship that retains private property can be considered to be: (A) 
Democractic, (BE) Paseist, (C) Socialist, (2) Communist.” 

The same test was administered to the Freshmen and to the seniors. 
When the seniors scored higher on the exam, the increase was at- 
tributed to the social studies program, Szabo believed this indicated 
the social studies program was doing a good job. One of the textbooks 
used in his graduate program referred to this design as a “bad exam- 
ple” of research (Campbell and Stanley, 1966), Far one thing, the 
assessment design did not account for the maturation of the students. 
A seventeen-year-ole genior was more likely to know the name of the 
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vice-president of the United States than a fourteen- year- -old freshman 
by virtue of being elder and having more life experiences. I teld Dr. 
Szabo that the mean gain scores of the seniors over the freshmen could 
not be attributed to the sevcial studies program with any greater deeree 
of certainty than it could be attributed to radio, television, or the food 
in the cafeteria. 

Szabo said it was belter that | not be the person to present the 
findings of the social studies assessment to the board. He allowed that 
although one of the board members was a college administrater, the 
others were mainly businessmen and homemakers who would “not 
recognize the problems with the assessment” unless they were told. 
Dr. Mokowski, the assistant superintendent, had been in charge of the 
assessment programs, and admitted the social studies assessment was 
one of the weaker designs. She indicated that the math assessrnment had 
been particularly well done. 

Pat Delaney, the math teacher who desizned his department's 
assessment, chuckled up his sleeve when | told him about the social 
studies design. Pat taught a course in probability and statistics in the 
school and he understood research, but he would not volunteer to do 
any more work. He already taught five classes, and he was preparing 
an Inservice program for teachers who would be teaching the school’s 
computer programming courses. “Why should 7 velunterr to help 
them with research or assessments of other departments?” he asked in 
a pood humor. “If they think I am cf more use to the school guarding 
the lobby and picking up papers From the floor, who am | to correct 
them? After all, the superintendents have doctorates in education. | 
don't.” 

Ron Szabo did not think that it was essential for a chief school 
administrator to have a doctoral desree in educational administration. 
“A superintendent needs to know about curriculum and staff develop- 
ment, but most of the things a superintendent necds to know are not 
taught in school—they are learned on the job.” Szabo recognized that 
although education courses were widely disparaged by his faculty, 
most teachers did nat know encugh about classrogm discussion skills, 
test construction, evaluation, or the teaching of reading and writing 
skills, He believed a good staff development program was necessary 
to improve teachers’ skills and atlitudes, “Three-fourths of the staff 
is tenured,” he said. “We're not going to fire anyone. We have to get 
the most out of the teachers we have, and make them feel good about 
the werk that they do.” 

For three days a year (two half days and ome Full day}, Oldham 
High teachers were given staff development training, usually referred 
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to in public schools as inservice education. Students were excused 
from classes and teachers were required to attend workshops and 
presentations designed to improve teaching. Dr, Mokowski told me 
that the budget for all the inservice work was $1,000. That would be 
aboul $15 per person for the 66 teachers and supervisors at Oldham 
High School, but it also had to cover the cost of inservice for the other 
high school in the district. 

“| hate inservioe,” said the wood shop teacher. "The only good 
inservice days are during deer season, and | can take the day off (a5 
one of three personal days teachers get each year) and go hunting.” 

Not all the teachers were hunters, but most of them agreed with 
the shop teacher's appraisal of the value of inservice days. Over 90 
percent of the teachers surveyed thought that inservice was unhelpful, 
uninteresting, and unstimulating. There was little variation among 
members of different departments, ar among individuals in different 
salary groups. 

“[nservice is useless,” argued one of the social studies teachers. “lt 
makes me feel worse about being a teacher. We all need help, but they 
never ask what it is that we need help with. They just organize inser- 
vice,” 

“T disagree,” responded one of the English teachers. “T like inser- 
vice,” he said, Facetiously. “What other time can I catch up with 
paperwork and read the whole Mew Yort Tomes? You guys don’t appre- 
ciate a day off, not to mention the free coftee. Ingrates!” 

There was free coffee and Free pastry. It was the same weak coffee 
they served every day, and the same pastry the cafeteria staff stored 
in the freezer and sold For 25 cents on school days. It was served at 
8 o'clock on inservice days instead of the usual 9 o'clock, and the 
pastry did nat always have time to thaw sufficiently. The teachers 
complained that weak coffee and frozen pastry were not a good start 
for an inservice day. 

Inservice was a break in the routine, and it was usually a surprise. 
The teachers did not know what to expect or what the program would 
be about. Teachers did not plan the workshops or invite the speakers. 
While the majority of the Faculty listened quietly, same teachers 
talked loudly and impehtely during presentations. Otherwise mature 
and responsible adults behaved like children and refused to be en- 
gaged by the speakers, some of whom were entertaining, well mean- 
ing, and informed, Cne speaker told jokes and Furirty stories, and tried 
to get audience participation. 

"Raise your hands,” he said, “if you ever felt that the superinten- 
dent did not understand your problems.” A few teachers tentatively 
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raised their hands. “Come on now,” he continued, “don't be embar- 
rassed by those little wet circles under your arms. Raise your hands 
high! This is your chance to speak out!” 

A few more arms were raised and people laughed, but many teach- 
ers Folded their arms tightly across their chests. The speaker was trying 
to address the communication problems in the school between ad- 
ministration and staff, and between students and teachers, but many 
of the teachers were not interested. 

“The guy's a snake oil salesman,” said Mike Werge. “Can they 
really believe that he is helping us? I've been listening to this guy For 
an hour. It’s comic relief, but I haven't learned anything.” 

“I'm glad my husband isn’t here to see this," whispered another 
teacher. “He thinks that the whole feld of education is Mickey Mouse, 
and this would convince him.” 

Inservice days were difficult for me as well, When | had taught at 
the university, I had made a dozen of more inservice presentations, 
none of which was very diferent from those | was subjected to as a 
teacher. | was typically contacted not by the teachers, but by an 
administrator. [ was never asked to find out what it was the teachers 
needed, Sometimes | was asked to make a presentation about a specihic 
topic, such as classroom management or questioning techniques, but 
more often I was told to make a two-hour presentation on whalever 
I thought would be of value. In those cases I felt like a plrysician 
preseribing a remedy for a patient he had never examined, and whom 
he would never see again, 

| admitted to the Oldham teachers that I had done this sort of work 
in the past, and [hoped they would not hold it against me. “Hey, how 
much does this guy get for this?” one teacher asked, | guessed about 
three hundred dollars. “For that money,” groused one of the shop 
teachers, “they could hire buses and take us to Atlantic City to hear 
real comedians.” 

A staff development survey conducted by the school Found that 
teachers wanted inservice work, but they wanted to plan it, and have 
it aimed more specifically at their needs as they defined them, Some 
teachers wanted to use inservice days to visit schools in other parts of 
the metropolitan area. Some wanted to spend the day at a major library 
collecting materials. Other teachers wanted to invite speakers from 
industry and universities. Im its present form, they argued, inservice 
was insulting and demeaning. By providing inappropriate remedies For 
their problems, teachers felt inservice contributed ta a decline in 
morale, and left them with a sense that no one understood their prob- 
lems. 
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In general, Faculty morale was a problem. Slightly over half of the 
teachers (52 pereent) reported they had experienced “teacher burn- 
out,” the feeling of being sapped by the excessive demands of the job 
and too few rewards. The teachers wrote that the symptoms of teacher 
burnout were: “giving fewer writing assignments,” “anger,” “[rustra- 
tion,” “acceptance of the unacceptable,” “l-don’t-pive-a-damn atti- 
tude,” “apathy,” and “not wanting to do arnvthing in class.” 

It was a difficult time to be a secondary school teacher. Not only 
were teacher salaries low, but in the preceding twelve months, advance 
announcements of books and national and state reports had been 
issued which were critical of the conditions of secondary education. 
Among other things, teachers were told the nation was at risk, there 
was a rising tide of mediocrity in the high schools, and perhaps we 
were asking too much fram schools and teachers.* The teachers did mot 
discuss these reports or debate their findings.* Mast of the teachers did 
not read more than the excerpts reported in newspapers. Some teach- 
ers said the criticisms probably were directed at other high schools, not 
OQldham. Other teachers said they did not want to be depressed by 
more criticism, and they did not want to feel worse than they already 
did about their choice of career. 

Ron Szabo, the superintendent of schools, recognized the negative 
impact the reports could have on the faculty. He asked for a few 
minutes to speak at the regularly scheduled faculty meeting. Szabo 
teldl the teachers they were “appreciated,” and he wanted them to 
know that he was more than pleased with their eHorts. He said he 
regularly pratsed them behind their backs, and he wanted to take the 
opportunity to tell them in person that they were doing a good jab. 
Tt was unusual for Dr. Szabo to address the teachers, and they were 
strangely quiet and unresponsive. There was no applause after he 
spoke, and it was clear that his words alone would not make them [eel 
appreciated. [f there was nothing tangible to show appreciation, they 
would give no physical response. 

The next day, a new sign appeared in the faculty room. One of the 
foreign language teachers had taken a dollar bill and superimposed a 
photograph of Dr. Szabo over the likeness of George Washington. He 
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made several photocopies of it and posted them in the faculty room 
and in the main office with the following caption: “You are ap- 
preciated. Redeemable at your favorite store! Ta be issued soon ter all 
ctaH! Watch your mailbox for details!” 

Dr. Szabo secred more Frustrated than angered by the teachers* 
response to his speech. He admitted there were only limited ways in 
which to demonstrate approval to the teachers. “What can I do 
to reward teachers beyond granting a few professional days (for 
them to attend conferences) and verbally praising them whenever | 
can?” 


THE UNDERGROUND GAZETTE 


The Faculty room was a good place to catch up on sports, gossip, and 
the latest school news. Cine morning Willa Green burst inte the roum 
with a greater than normal] exuberance. “Did you see this?” she 
screamed to everyone, but to no one in particular. 

Willa was clutching volume 1, number 1 of the Undergrivna Ga- 
ret, an unauthorized student newspaper that described itself as “The 
paper that doesn’t care.” read through Villa's copy as she Furned and 
Fulminated to others in the room. 


Welcome to the first monthly issue of the OAS Underground Gesette! Tee 
Underground Gazelle is a periodical written arul edited by a small group of 
(OHS students secking to delve behind the scenes and report what really 
gfucs on in the everycday lives of OHS students and Faculty... . Tt shevalel 
be noted that we try te write with the highest degree of integrity. Please 
keep in mind that our humervus accusations and incriminatians are just 
that; while our serious articles are written with responsibility and sup- 
ported with Facts. We are excrcising our Constitutional right te freedem 
of the press, and if we cffend anyone, towgh shit. 


The anonymously written three-page paper poked fun at students, 
and the physical features of the school (such as the lack of stall doors 
in the lavatories}, but teachers were the main target. The lead article, 
entitled “Teacher Scouting Report,” caught my attention. Citing a 
Spanish teacher by name, the unsigned article read: 


Senora is the worst teacher in the worst department at OHS. She docs 
provide a topic for lobby discussions, however. Students will debate what 
her worst trait is: could it be her atrocious lesson planning, her pathetic 
teaching techniques, or her arrogance? Regardless, the Crazelle applauds 
the administration’s nixing her pay hike. 


102 SW) SHOWS A YEAR 


“This is an outrage!” declared Willa, 

“What's that?” one of the teachers asked. 

“How did they know that her increment was being withheld? That 
is a teacher matter and none af their business! Someone is feeding 
these kids inside information! One of the teachers must be a spy! This 
is unprofessional!” 

In fact, we later learned, the teacher's increment had not been 
withheld, but no one knew it at the time, and Willa was genuinely 
upset and could not be mollified. 

“What do you think of this?” she asked me, 

“What can you do, Willa? They probably are protected by the First 
Amendment. Look at the good side, the students are practicing their 
writing skills!" 

Willa took the paper from me, and stormed off. There were only 
three of us im the faculty room, and we were not a very sympathetic 
audience, One of the teachers chuckled as Willa left, and handed his 
copy of the student newspaper to me. 

“Look at the last paragraph,” he said. “Willa’s not worried about 
the poor Spanish teacher being Hurt by ‘inside information.” The stu- 
dents went after her, too.” 

“Willa is a very good teacher,” the article said, “BUT, unfortu- 
nately, she is a lady with very strong and definate [sic] beliefs, For 
some reason, she seems to be deeply prejudiced against people whose 
beliefs are different than hers.” 

The paper did not explain what Willa had said or done to offend 
them. One teacher said they were probably referring to the time that 
she ripped a Christmas tree from the lobby and threw it out the Front 
door, declaring that religion had no place in a public institution. An- 
ether said the students were recalling the scarecrow and the banana 
incident, while a third said it was just a constellation of the small 
things she says and does im class every day, 

The school was divided over the paper, Virtually all the students 
loved it, and greeted cach of its five editions with great excitement. It 
was their only chance to strike back at the teachers and administrators 
who controlled their inschool lives. It was hard to think of the Oldham 
students as the downtrodden masses, but given the context of public 
schools and the lack of student power, the paper could be regarded as 
the voice of the vetceless and disenfranchised. Several of the teachers 
delighted in the paper as much as the students. There is no uncertain 
jov in having someone held up to public scorn when you have been 
privately scornful of them for years. Other teachers found it as offen- 
sive as did Willa. They were angered that the privacy of faculty 
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knowledge and faculty conversations had been violated, and they did 
not like students doing something in school over which they had no 
control, 

It was a proud time for social studies teachers, who had a chance 
to prove they knew something of practical value. When other teachers 
questioned us about the students’ right te publish and their own right 
to privacy, we had answers. ] read some old school law casebooks, and 
I was ready when the teachers asked me if the Gazelle was “legal.” 

“Tt is Fairly well established in Jaw,” [ intoned, pedantically, “that 
this type of student literature is considered an exercise of freedom of 
the press, and as suchit enjoys First Amendment protection regardless 
of authorship. The schools can regulate the distribution of the paper, 
but they cannot stop it.” 

I was pretty sure that Cal Bullinger and Ron Szabo knew these 
cases as well, School law is typically a required course for school 
administrators, and these cases that supported the students’ civil 
rights over the schools’ authority were studied carefully. Most of the 
teachers did not scem to know very much about the substantive and 
due process rights of stucents. 

“Abt what point does the right of students to publish this trash 
infringe on our nights to privacy? That's what [ want ty know,” asked 
Willa, who would know no peace throughout the short publication 
history of the Gazelle. 

“From What l understand,” | said, having read it the night before, 
“student literature may be censored only if the school can demonstrate 
that the literature had created, or would have created, a threat to the 
orderly processes of schooling.” 

“Tt is creating a climate of distrust in the staff, and | believe it is 
a threat to the orderly processes, right?” asked Villa, locking for 
support from other teachers. 

While most teachers did not feel as strongly as Willa, the paper was 
not clear in its distinction between “humorous accusations” and “‘seri- 
aus articles.” The paper had gotten a lot slicker by the fifth issue. lt 
was well-typed and reproduced; there was an attractive masthead, 
gtaphics and photographs, and they had uncovered a “scandal.” Ac- 
cording to the paper, cafeteria workers were told to add pork to the 
chicken salad if they ran out of chicken, The Gazelle declared that “the 
repercussions of this conspiracy are grave in nature... [for] people of 
the Jewish persuasion [sic].” 

The students were still as casual about the truth as they were about 
spelling. Volume 1, number 5, of the Underprowaid Gazette contained a 
short section that cost the paper a good deal of Faculty support: 
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Faculty Quote of the Month: “OHS calculus is the vld ten pounds of shit 
in the cight pound bag.” 
by Chef FV, 


Rebuttal of the Month: “Tf brains were shit, Chet WW. couldn't draw a fly,” 
by caleulus mentor Patrice D. 


Chet VV. said it was possible that he said something similar te the 
quote in the paper, Chet was an experienced math teacher, and a 
well-liked one, but he did not have tenure, and he could easily lose 
his job, The students failed to appreciate his vulnerability. Patrick D-. 
flatly denied offering the rebuttal quoted in the paper, and the stu- 
dents later admitted that it was a Fabrication. Pat Delaney was one of 
the mast respected teachers in the school, and widely regarded as one 
of the brightest, [In his early Forties, Pat had recently found new 
interest in leaching with the addition of computers and courses in 
programming to the math department. Pat had taught himself several 
programming languapes, and he had written a few programs for use 
in schools. Pat was upset by the quote, He immediately apologized to 
Chet, and complained to the building administrators about the paper. 
Many teachers agreed that the paper had overstepped its bounds by 
defaming Pat. 

Larry Silverman, acting as assistant principal since his appointment 
in October, rounded up all the usual suspects. (With only three or four 
Jewish students in the senior class, the pork article narrowed the held 
considerably.) [na private meeting held in his office, Larry made them 
promise not to attack néntenured teachers. Only Larry and perhaps a 
dozen other teachers knew who the editors were; most of the faculty, 
including Willa Green, did not. 

In December, Willa brought the issue to the attention of Dr, Szabo 
and the board of education, and demanded that something be done 
about it. She planned te attack the paper at the next PIE session. PIE 
Was an acronym for Professionals in Education, a series of informal 
discussions among the Faculty, administration, and board members 
that had been instituted to improve communication within the district. 
The PIE sessions were held several times during the year, and teachers 
were invited lo the conference room during their free periods, to ask 
questions, answer questions, and voice dissatisfactions. 

According to the written summary of the PIE session, among the 
eighteen topics discussed were: whether coaches felt appreciated (yes); 
new teachers’ impressions of Oldham High (favorable); concern over 
the renovation of the athletic fields (a high board priority, as soon as 
finances permit); and “the environment of distrust.” Although the 
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summary did not cite her by name, it was Willa Green who had 
brought up the issue of the paper. She declared she had had enough 
of the paper's “‘vilifications and vituperations,” and that the continued 
publication of the Gazette was, as she put it, “a threat to my mental 
health.” Dr. Szabo assured her that no members of the administration 
were involved in the paper, and she received similar assurances from 
the three women representing the board of education. Don Brande’s 


administrative summary of the meeting referred to ¥Villa: 


Environment of Distrust 

Some staff members expressed a concern that (OHS had an environment 
af distrust within the staff. A great deal of this was perpetrated by the 
fact that some people thought stalf members may be providing informa. 
tion to the underground newspaper. The overwhelming feeling of thase 
present during this discussion was that this was not so. The majority Felt 
that the environment was a positive one and that the opinion of distrust 
Was a part of the normal spectrum cf staf impression. 


In fact, the students did not have any inside information from 
members of the sta, and the paper was written and printed indepen- 
dent of Faculty involvement. Qne of the contributors te the Peper yas 
the son of a school board member, but he claimed his father did net 
know of his involvement until after he was graduated, Officially, I was 
told, the Gazete had never been discussed at a board meeting. Szabo 
knew who the editors were, but he secretly enjoyed the paper and 
thought that Willa, whom he considered to be an excellent teacher, 
was a bit too sensitive. The paper ceased publication when the con- 
tributors joined the freshman classes at Harvard, the University of 
Michigan, Syracuse University, and the University of Virginia. 

The publication of the Gezeilt embarrassed some of the teachers by 
holding them up to public ridicule and criticism which they could not 
refute, and to which they could not respond. The Spanish teacher who 
had been attacked in the first issue said, “They are talking about me 
in the community, and | have no way to set the record straight; | just 
want to tell the parents what really goes on in my classes.” 

The teachers had no direct means of communicating with the par- 
ents. They had no newspaper of their own, and few regular contacts 
with the community. Teachers knew that parents drew conclusions 
about them based on fragmentary evidence, and during that year 
much of the news about the school was not good. In addition to the 
underground newspaper's condemnations, the community learned 
that a member of the English department had resigned in September 
When it became known she was selling marijuana to sore af the 
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students and petting high with them, Later that month, the police had 
been called in because some students had driven their cars over the 
athletic fields, damaging the turf. As one of the teachers said, “This 
is not good public relations; our football team will have to go un- 
defeated to counter this.” 


BACK-TO-SCHOOL NIGHT 


The negative publicity put additional emphasis on the need For success 
in the schoal’s back-to-school night program, the enly formal contact 
most af the parents would have with the teachers. For two hours on 
a weekday night, parents were invited into the school to follow their 
child’s schedule of classes and to meet (he teachers and the administra- 
tors. Teachers were to give an overall description of their courses and 
what they expected from the students. Qne of the teachers teld me 
that if | gave out a lot of handouts, passed the books around slowly, 
and made some general comments, [ could slide through the eight- 
minute classes with little trouble, “Keep it light and breezy,” he told 
me. “It’s just a little por." 

Cal appeared to be especially nervous before back-to-school night, 
and he was anxious to have everything go smoothly. He knew that 
negative publicity would not help his chances for tenure, Ata Monday 
Faculty meeting before we met the parents, Cal advised us to be opti- 
mistic and to insert some humor into our presentations. “Try to be 
enthusiastic and interesting,” he implored, like a coach before the big 
game. “I'm sure you'll all do just Gne.”’ 

Troy too seemed nervous and disorganized, although this would be 
his eleventh back-to-school night as supervisor, He sent out a last- 
minute memo reminding the teachers to straighten out their book- 
shelves, and to make sure the desk tops were clean and that the room 
was neat. He ran off multiple copies of the course objectives for us to 
distribute, and this was the Arst time [had seen them, Troy explained: 
“These were done for the state some years ago. They're pretty general 
and not very helpful as a day to day guide, but you can use them 
tonight if you want, but don’t feel obligated... . 

T thanked him, and told him that I would read them over. 

“Ch, by the way, a lot of the teachers wear jackets and ties on 
back-to-school night,” he said, glancing at my jeans and open neck 
shirt. “It's not a requirement, but you may Feel more comfortable.” 

I thanked him again. | stayed after school to wash the desk tops, 
and clean the blinds and the windowsills. | planned to grade some 
papers, work out in the gym, and then have dinner with Mike Werge. 
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Most of the faculty commuted a long distance to work; many lived 
more than an hour away fron ane another, and back-ta-school night 
gave the teachers a chance te socialize outside of school, Qn my way 
out of the building, | ran into Cal Bullinger, who was straightening the 
chairs in the lobby and tacking some posters on the bulletin board. | 
asked him if he had plans for dinner, and invited him to join me. He 
thanked me but declined, He explained that he was diabetic and had 
to be careful what he ale. He had brought some food from home, and 
he planned to heat it in the microwave oven in the home economics 
class and eat alone. 

“T have to be here two or three nights a week, and I can’t afford 
ty eat out that much, By the way,” he said, “if you've got a minute, 
T need to talk to you about something. I've got to tell this to you, 
although I may be violating the chain of command, I got a call from 
Szabo this morning. He said one of the parents called a board member 
to complain about something you did in a Freshman social studies 
class.” 

“What was ith” 

“According to Szabo, you wrote a word on the blackboard which 
was supposed to trigger something in the students’ minds, and they 
were supposed to write about it.” 

“That sounds like something | might do, but | don’t remember it 
specifically. What was the word?” 

“He didn’t say.” 

“He didn’t say? What's the complaint? Was it a dirty word?” 

“No, that’s not it. It is just that the parent said that her child 

.. and [ don’t know if it’s a boy or a girl, or who the parent was 
... did not understand the assignment, and it might be that you are 
teaching over the heads of some of the freshmen.” 

“Well that may be true, but l’m not sure what this is all about. Do 
you want me te call Szabo or the beard member to straighten this 
out?” . 

“Wo,” Cal said, “it’s not necessary. Szabo just calls up regularly and 
yells, and this is one of the things he yelled about this week. I was 
supposed to tell Troy who was supposed to tell you, but I get so tired 
of this petty crap. You may be on the lookout for something tonight.” 

[ thanked Cal for letting me know. [ had not heard him use such 
strong language, and I realized he was under pressure. ] never heard 
any more about the incident, and when | asked Szabo some months 
later, he claimed he did not recall it specifically, but that it was the type 
af thing the community expected of him. 

The choices for dinner in the area were not extensive. There were 
two or three expensive restaurants, an Oriental restaurant, a diner, and 
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a few bars that served food, Most of the male teachers preferred a 
small bar in town that featured hamburgers and a few daily specials 
which were listed on a blackboard. VVaiting for Mike Werge, I joined 
several teachers at the bar. [ told them about my conversation with 
Cal, and they were not surprised. Parents in the community had little 
reluctance about calling board members, they said, Board members are 
proscribed by their own code of ethics from making direct contact 
with teachers or school administrators other than the superintendent 
of schools. The superintendent simply acts as the bearer of complaints 
and bad news. The teachers said Szabo had earned a reputation for 
responding to every parent complaint by blaming a building adminis- 
tratar or a teacher, 

“He's not poing to defend a teacher; there's no percentage in it; 
teachers have no power,” said the political science teacher. 

“T agree,” said Gus Poulos, the psychology teacher. “Cover your 
ass because when you're in trouble, you'll find out that you're all 
alone. Szabo will hang you out to dry.” 

I thanked them for the advice, and excused myself to join Mike 
Werge, who had just been seated at a table with Larry Silverman, the 
assistant principal. This was my first social contact with Silverman. He 
had a reputation as a controversial character, and his appointment as 
assistant principal the previous month had shocked Cal Bullinger, Don 
Brandt, and some members of the faculty. It was rumored that Szabo 
and the board were greoming him and testing him as a prospective 
replacement for Cal. Teachers had no direct formal contact with the 
board of the superintendent, nor were they involved in policy deci- 
sions, but there had been no shortage of rumors in the Faculty room, 
and it did not take long for Larry to offer unsolicited confirmation. 
Before we ordered dinner, he said, "Hey, you guys may be leoking at 
the new principal of Oldham High School, Maybe by January, but 
definitely by June.” 

Larry was a large, intense man who smoked heavily and was in 
constant motion. While Larry was not known for his subtlery, Mike 
and | were more than a bit surprised that he was confiding in two 
nontenured teachers who had been in the district for less than six 
weeks. 

“Cal's a nice guy,” Larry continued with little prompting, “but he's 
not strong encugh for the job, He's afraid te stand up to Szabo and 
the board; they just push him around. The board was only willing to 
spring for $32,000, and Cal was the best they could get for the money. 
He really was better than the other candidates. Now he just runs 
scared. Did you see that guy in the lobby picking up papers and 
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straightening up chairs?" Larry chuckled, and covered his mouth with 
his hand. “I'd never do that! [f | become principal, | wouldn't do those 
things. | would be the same as | am now; | couldn't change. I would 
never cow tail to Szabo or ta the board of education the way Cal does. 
I would have no compulsions about telling Szabo exactly how I 
Felt... ." 

His closest fends on the faculty said that he was a bright guy, and 
a quick study who enjoyed the intense competition of tournament 
bridve, but his use of language was lesendary among the teachers. Une 
of the English teachers labeled him the “master of malaprapisms.” 
Silverman was aware that he might not have presented the ideal image 
for a principal in this district, but he had the zest For the job and a good 
understanding of teaching. 

“Hey,” he said, “I'm a Jew from the coal mining region of Pennsyl- 
warda. A certain fraction of this community wants a WASP with a 
sophisticated, intellectual image. Some people don’t think that | have 
the social enemities for the job, but | understand the politics of educa- 
tion, and | know where the bodies are buried in this district,” 

Larry claimed that he had always wanted to be a math teacher, and 
that he had picked up his administrator's certification only when he 
realized Cal was not a strong principal. He said some members of the 
board suggested ta him that they would look favorably at his can- 
didacy for the principalship. 

“Cal's in big trouble,” Silverman told us, “The school suffers with- 
out a strong principal to fight for it. I seriously think that ] could do 
the jab.” 

Some of Cal's problems were evident at back-to-school night. The 
evening was scheduled ta be begin with a welcoming speech to the 
parents delivered by the principal. | had decided to skip the speech, 
and was heading down to room 24 to await my first class of parents. 
Mike Flynn stepped me, 

“You're going to miss the speech by our fearless leader?” 

"Is he a good speaker?” | asked. 

Mike advised me to judge for myself, and I decided to stay for the 
apeech, Cal looked terrified and self-coansciaus in frant the large, 
Friendly crowd. He stooped over the lecturn, stumbled over his words, 
and had difficulty maintaining eye contact. He welcomed the parents 
in a halting voice, and he seemed very unsure of himself, His Face grew 
ted, and his voice trailed off as he explained the agenda for the eve- 
ning. He spoke in a rich baritone, but he left awkward pauses in the 
middle of his sentences, and he seemed to be engaged in a prolonged, 
futile struggle for the right word. He concluded his ten-minute address 
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by wishing the parents an enjoyable evening, and inviting them to 
stop by his office for a chat when they were free. His discomfort was 
apparent, and everyone seemed relieved when he ended his address. 

It was not possible to judge the reaction of the parents, but the 
Faculty was embarrassed by Cal. They wanted someone who projected 
a stronger, more articulate image. Cal was probably a bright person, 
they said, but whatever skills he had were masked by so many in- 
securities and fears that he could not be an eHective principal. The 
teachers felt he was indecisive, and that he hid in his office te avoid 
problems. They wanted the principal to be strong, visible, and in- 
volved in the daily operation of the building. “He should be in the 
halls between classes keeping an eye on the kids, checking on the 
janitors and running the school,” said one of the teachers. 

“Lneed to be able to talk to the principal a couple of times a day,” 
another teacher tald me. “I don’t have time to fight through his secre- 
taries; he should be gut in the lobby where he can be accessible to the 
teachers. | want someone who makes quick decisions,” the teacher 
said, pounding her fist into her hand. 

Cal seemed temperamentally unsuited for the role of principal. He 
was unsure of himself, ill at case in large groups, and he did not mix 
comfortably with the Faculty or the students. He told Paul De Faro 
that when he first began his career as a music teacher, he was so 
nervous that every morming before school, he would have to pull his 
car to the side of the road to throw up. 

During back-to-school night, some of the teachers were nearly as 
agitated as Cal. Although teaching ts a verbal job, most teachers rarely 
speak to groups of people with adult status and intellect, and there was 
some excitement and discomfort among the staff, The athletic director 
stopped me in the lobby. 

“There are a lot of heavy hitters here tonight.” 

“Heavy hitters?” | asked. 

“Big bucks, Corporate execs. See that guy over there?" he said, out 
of the side of his mouth. “On the board of two corporations, 100 acre 
horse farm in the borough, Nice guy, thinks he knows a lot about 
sports. He doesn’t know diddly, T humor him.” 

The athletic director elbowed me in the side, and we chuckled, 
Without a program, it was hard for me to tell who was who. The parents 
were dressed in business clothes that looked well-tailored but not 
excessively showy. As a group, the teachers dressed better than they 
did ordinarily, but because teachers rarely dressed up, more often than 
not they wore out-of-date styles. Ties and lapels were too wide; colors 
and skirt lengths often were not current. However, the students, who 
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were there to serve as guides for the parents, teased us about our dress 
style. Pat Delaney, the calculus teacher misquoted in the Gazelle, was 
one of the few male teachers who did not wear a jacket and tie 

“Look,” he said, “I want to be judged by the way I teach, not by 
the way I dress. Let them ask me about mathematics or how I teach 
it. [was not hired for my fashions." Pat did not seem to care very much 
for clothes, and he claimed his wite and daughter had “given up” 
trying to upgrade his image. “] am what | am," he said. 

I wore a jacket and tie, although | rarely dressed that way in schoul, 
A few of the teachers stopped by room 24 to ask me how things were 
FON. 

“Okay, I guess, They laughed at my jokes and no one has hit me 
so Far.” 

One commented, “It's really a crock of shit, isn’t it?” 

The teachers looked arcund uncomfortably. They may not have 
disagreed with that evaluation, but you had ta be careful what you 
said and how you said it in public schools, 

There were more mothers than fathers at back-to-school night. 
There were far more parents of A-level students than C-level students, 
and there were more parents of freshmen than of upperclassmen. The 
short, passionless sessions gave the parents a chance to put faces on 
the names of their children’s teachers, but there was little time to 
discuss very much of substance. One parent, the mother of a C-level 
jurdor, complained that the C classes were given to the “worst teachers 
in the school.” | felt defensive, and | invited her to come in, observe 
my teaching, and help me out in as many classes as she cared ta. “OF 
course, T wasn't referring to you,” she said, 

Another parent wanted to know why there were no books for his 
son to take home. | told him that, frankly, 1 did not know, and perhaps 
he should call one of the members of the board of education. One 
woman told me that she had the highest respect for teachers. “I don’t 
know how you do it. t's a wonder that you can put up with all of these 
kids, day after day... . Teachers and nurses are just marvelous peo- 
ple.” 

There were at least forty people in each of the freshmen classes, 
I was depressed by how young the parents looked. Por most of them, 
this was their first back-to-school night in the high school, and they 
asked probing questions. “What was the focus of the course?” “What 
skills were being developed?" “How much writing was required?” 
“How much reading is expected each night?” “Were there computer 
applications for the social studies program?” 

I answered their questions as best ] could, I told them how much 
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[liked teaching their children, and they scemed to appreciate it. Sev- 
eral of the parents stepped by at the end of each class. A few said nice 
things, that their son or daughter enjoyed my class. 

One parent came into my reom after the last class. “Hi, I'm Kris 
Cahill’s mother. She wanted me to stop by and say hello to you,” 

“Tt’s a pleasure to mect you,” | told her. “Kris is a very bright kid 
and she is interesting to have in class.” 

“Interesting! Thanks. We know that she can be a pain in the rear, 
but ['m glad you twe get along, and | just wanted to say thanks,” 

It had been a long day: [left the schoo] at 10 p.t., and [would return 
in eight hours. | had enjoyed mecting the parents, and it helped me to 
understand my students better. This would be the last time that | saw 
most of the parents for the rest of the year, and the only time | 
would see or hear from any of them under favorable circumstances, 
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TEACHERS 
AND STUDENTS 


What is the best thing about teaching at Oldham High School? “The 
kids.” “Tt's the students.” “Academically onented students.” “Coop- 
erative students, who for the most part, are academically interested.” 
“Good kids. I need not threaten, force, or cajole in order to teach.” 
“Lack of ‘problem’ kids.“ 

In response to a survey, over 80 percent of the teachers indicated 
that working with the students was the most satisfying part of teach- 
ing at the high school, and no teacher sugeested that the students were 
among those aspects of the job which were unpleasant. The teachers 
complained that the students could be abrasive, arrogant, and a con- 
stant reminder of aging, but these were more than compensated for by 
their life, enthusiasm, and creative energy. The Oldham students had 
good academic skills; they were middle class; and they planned to 
attend college, The students also knew what it took to please teachers 
and succeed in school. Larry Silverman often said, “This school is 
paradise, There is no better place to teach,” 

“The students have learned that it is good to be competitive with 
each other, and deferential and polite to their teachers,” said one of 
the guidance counselors. He said that there was a great deal of parental 
pressure on the students to conform and do well in school. "These kids 
come mainly from corporate environments. Their parents—their Fa- 
thers, really, let's be homest—weork for some of the larger corporations 
in the country. The kids know about promotions and moving up the 
corporate ladder, They really believe that to get ahead, you have to 
play by the rules, and it doesn't matter at all if you believe in them.” 

The population of the school and the community did not reflect the 
state or the nation. There were only a half-dozen black students in the 
school. The 1980 census of the Oldham-Webster area indicated there 
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were 76 blacks and 112 people of Spanish origin in a population of 
over 16,000. There were no black students on the boys’ varsity basket- 
ball team not because of racial exclusion, but because there were only 
three black males in the school, and none over 5'3." The only student 
who had a problem with the English language was an exchange stu- 
dent fram Madrid, 

Many of the students did not fully recognize the homogeneity of 
the student body until they left the Oldham-Webster area. A student 
who had been president of his senior class at Oldham told me that he 
had not known how sheltered be had been at the high school. “l knew 
that there were only two black kids in our graduating class, but we are 
all born and bred Republicans,” he said, “] had no idea how narrow 
our focus was until] got to college, One day, in class, | was expressing 
a view about welfare that [ said a million times in high school, and 
soune guy yells out, “Yeah that’s easy for you to say—a little, rich, 
white kid from the country! | never thought about it.” 

The students assumed that everyone believed as they did, Race 
was Tarely mentioned in school, but there was a seldom-voiced agree- 
ment that Oldham was better off because there were few blacks, In 
class, when we discussed busing as a means to achieve racial integra- 
tion in schools, one student protested. She said: “My parents worked 
very hard to make enough money ta move out here and get away from 
the blacks in [aur ald town], and it wouldn't be Fair ta bus them to 
this school.” The majority of the students in the class agreed with her. 

IF the Oldham students possessed a racism born of insularity and 
family prejudice, few of the teachers held it against them. Only a 
handful of the teachers expressed a belief that either the school or the 
quality of education would be enhanced by the inclusion of more 
minonty and poor students, and several said that such a mix would 
be to the detriment of Oldham. One of the teachers had taught in city 
schools, and he enjoyed regaling anyone who would listen with the 
horrors of teaching the “Mau Maus,” and “jungle bunnies’ who 
traded in drugs, vielence, and teacher abuse, While most of the teach- 
ers may not have shared his prejudices, they appreciated working in 
the calm of C[dham., 

The Oldham students came to school with the attitudes that guar- 
anteed the school would work. They typically admired their parents’ 
success, and the students knew that in order to replicate their parents” 
life style they had to attend the better colleges. Their parents prized 
academic achievement, pushed their children, and monitored their 
progress. The administrators and faculty often took parental support 
far granted. Larry Silverman, exasperated by the cutting and poor 


TEACHERS ABD STUDENTS 115 


classroom behavior of a senior boy, angrily told him that unless he 
mended his ways, they would have to bring the boy's mother into 
school. “Good,” the student responded. “You find the bitch, you bring 
her in. We haven't seen her in two months!" 

This was an anomaly. Oldham parents were generally eager to 
come in for a conference with teachers, and in many cases a report card 
grade of less than B would guarantee a phone call From the child's 
Parent inguiring about the grade and asking for a meeting with the 
teacher. After the first ten-week marking period, I was besieged with 
requests for parent conferences. The conferences were scheduled for 
re at either 7:00 or 7:15 a. A note in my mailbox would inform me 
how much sleep | would need to give up. | asked one of the guidance 
counselors if the two conferences [ was Averaging per week were 
typical Far the school, “I don’t know what you're complaining about,” 
he said, Facetiously. “You're the one who gave too many Cs. [f you 
don’t want conferences, give better grades next marking period. I could 
use the extra sleep myself.” 

Every quarter the supervisors were told to report the grade distri- 
butions to the members of their department. Teachers who gave too 
many high grades were teased for their lack of standards; teachers who 
gave too many low grades were said to be courting disaster. | asked 
Troy why he gave the grade distributions to us. 

“TL don't know for certain,” he said, with a smile. “Dr. Mokowski 
[the assistant superintendent] just says to give them out, but I'm sure 
there is a message here,” 

After the second marking period my grades were somewhat higher 
than the departmental mean, Several teachers complimented my rapid 
rate of socialization. I told them that I had become a much better 
teacher since coming to the high school, and the higher student grades 
simply reflected my new-found skills. 


DISCIPLINE 


Oldham was a very pleasant, relaxed, and informal school. There was 
pome tension among various student groups, and there was evidence 
of adolescent jealousy, hostility, and cruelty, but it was usually psy- 
chological, not physical warfare. There were very few confrontations 
between students during the school year, and the palpable tension and 
anger that characterize many urban échoels were not part of the Old- 
ham climate. There were no guards in the halls, no need for an elabo- 
rate pass system, and very few locked doors. According to Dion Brandt, 
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the assistant principal in charge of discipline, there were only a hand- 
ful of “volatile kids,” and he said he was able to keep an eve on them. 
The students were discreet: They did not smoke cigarettes in the 
building. They did not often drink alcohol during the day; and teach- 
ers rarely came upon marijuana smokers. Compliant students made 
discipline easy. As one of the teachers said, “The kids here are like silly 
putty.” 

Even in the most tranguil schools, students have to be supervised, 
watched, and regulated, Although the goal of the school was to imbue 
students with an internal sense of discipline, while they were in school 
discipline was exercised externally by the administrators and teachers. 
Teachers disliked “playing cop,” as they termed their role in the en- 
forcement of school rules. Typical of public high schools, there was no 
shortage of rules ta be enforced at Oldham, Students were not permil- 
ted to leave the school prounds without parental permission; the 
school regulated when and where they could eat and smoke, and when 
they could use the lave. The faculty were outnumbered by a ratio of 
20:1, and without a complant student body it would have been im- 
possible to enforce the rules. School duties such as library/lobby duty, 
cafeteria duty, and the other discipline maintenance tasks were tolera- 
ble only because they were easy, but they always had the potential for 
turning students and teachers into antagonists. 

During one particularly hot fall afternoon, I was assigned te super- 
vise students in the auditorium. The students were attending a re- 
quired assembly on career choices sponsored by the United States 
Army. There were ve hundred students in the audience, surrounded 
by about fiftecn teachers. It was an interesting multimedia presenta- 
tian narrated by a good-lowking young man who drew more than a 
few whistles from the girls in the auditorium, The students were 
generally well-behaved, and Twas able to watch the presentation, ws 
a classroom teacher with Few props at my disposal, | admired the 
speaker's microphone, rear-screen projectors, sterco speakers, and 
light show, Willa Green was on duty next to me, and toward the end 
of the period she whispered, “Get ready! The assembly is going ta end 
early and the kids will make a break for it, Spread the word.” 

T began to get tense. | looked at my watch, There were less than 
ten minutes leftin the school day, but it was obvious that the presen- 
tation would draw to a close before the last bell would ring. The rules 
said that the school day ended at 2:40 p.m. regardless of when the 
assembly ended, and we had to keep the students in the auditorium 
until the bell rang. 

Willa was right. Just before the lights went on, one student bolted 
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by her and ran out through the side door. Willa made a lunge for the 
student, but missed her. “Stap! Come back here!” she sereamed at the 
back of the fleeing student. “I don’t know your name, but I know your 
face. I'll be looking for you! Get back here!” 

The girl did not return. Willa later told me that she had been 
blufing. She would not be able to recognize the girl again, although 
she looked for her. lt bothered Willa that somewhere in the school 
there was a student who had defhed her and had gotten away with it. 
The lights came up and, reflexively, the students in the auditorium 
began to stand and head for the exits. Willa shouted, “Get back! Wait 
for the bell!’ [ turned to confront the students in front of me. 

“I'm sorry,” [told them, “but you'll have to keep your seats until 
the bell rings.” 

I was uncomfortable, unsure of my ability to control the students; 
I was apologetic in the hopes that if they did starm out, they would 
just push me aside and not trample me. The students grimaced, but to 
my surprise, they took their seats. | felt very powertul, more powerful 
than I did when I sanctioned the use of the lavatorics or teld students 
to raise their hands before asking a question, Several tons of students 
were controlled by the sound of my quivering voice, One of the 
teachers told me that most cf the Oldham students were so far out of 
the mainstream of American public education that they did not know 
high schoal students were supposed to be rebellious and naturally 
contemptuous of authority. “Ome ef the nice things about teaching at 
Oldham,” he said, “is that it is really easy to break up a fight here. 
None of the kids wants to ruin two thousand dollars’ worth of or- 
thodontia.” 

Physical viclence was very rare among Oldham students, but there 
Was cru fight lknew about after schoal atthe Oldham Village Racquet 
Club, In the middle of my workout, [ noticed that about a doven junior 
boys had gathered in the rear of the building. They were crowding 
around two students who were posing as boxers and pumping them- 
selves up with mild profanity and exchanges of powerful braggadocio, 
| heard them each vowing to do the other in because of something 
which had taken place that day in school. [drifted out the back door 
wondering if lshould, or could, do something to stop the fight. By the 
time | got there, the students had thrown a Few punches. Red marks 
rose on the Face of one and on the chest of the other, but no blood was 
drawn, and ne serious physical damage had been done. The ight was 
Over. 

“Did I stop the fight?" I whispered to one of the few students | 
knew in the group—a junior boy from my first period class. 
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“Nope. That was an Oldham fight. They don’t last long. Most of 
us have known each other all of our lives. Ve really don’t want to burt 
each other. We'll give you credit for stopping the Fight if you want that 
tough-guy image. Hey, guys, did you see the way Doc tore into those 
two... 2 

“Thanks anyway," | interrupted, “I don't need to build a reputa- 
tion I can’t back wp.” 

We parted laughing, and | resumed my workout. 

Seme of the teachers wanted an angrier student body, one that 
could muster more outrage at social injustice and world problems. 
Many did not like the conformity or the lack of intellectual curiosity 
among the students. Qne teacher who had grown up in the 1960s 
referred to them as “corporate clones” who all looked alike and 
thought alike. But all the teachers adoured the students’ ease, humor, 
and self-confidence, [t was easy to teach them, and they were fun to 
be argund, 


TROUBLE IN PARADISE 


In my American history course we discussed the role income played 
in determining social class, and | asked the students what level of 
income they thought separated the middle class from the upper class. 
One student suggested $50,000. 

“Pitty thousand dollars? No way!" shouted another student, “Fifty 
theusand is mathing! [If my Father made only fifty thousand, we'd be 
broke, We have a big family. It's gotta be a hundred and fifty thou- 
sand, at least.” 

Il reminded the student that no one in the school earned fifty 
thousand dollars a year. 

“Yeah, but you're only teachers. No ofense, Doc.” 

On ene hand, it was wonderful to have students who were well 
behaved and easy to teach. On the other hand, it was dificult ta be 
tegularly reminded of your comparative disadvantage. Many of the 
Oldham students had money to spend on things which their parents 
believed had some educational value. Some of the more enterprising 
teachers Planned trips toa foreign countries, enlisted twenty or more 
students, and had their own trips paid for. While it was unquestiona- 
bly a great deal of work to plan, organize, and chaperone school trips, 
it was the only way in which some of the teachers could aHord to 
travel, In the course of the year, Paul De Faro and Mike Werge orga- 
nized a trip to the Soviet Union. Willa Green and another English 
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teacher took students ta England, and there were also trips to Mexico 
and France led by members of the language department. 

“T really enjoyed the trip to the Soviet Union,” Mike Werge told 
me, “IT love to travel; I've always wanted to go to Leningrad and 
Moscow, and I got to know the students better. It was really a good 
trip in every regard, and this might seem silly," he added, “but | also 
Felt ike a mature, responsible adult. Paul and I planned the itinerary. 
We recruited the students, We arranged for the visas, and negotiated 
for the best price with the travel agencies. We were in charge of a 
pretty sophisticated enterprise which we organized from scratch in our 
spare time. It was completely unlike my work as a teacher: | Felt that 
[ had responsibility and that I had accomplished something.” 

While planning the trip to the Soviet Union, Paul and Mike had 
to meet with the students and their parents several times te discuss the 
trip, protecol, and the constraints on the students’ behavior. During 
a meeting held in the home of one of the parents, Paul and Mike 
showed videotapes of their previous foreign travels to assure the par- 
ents they were experienced in these matters. Mike later told me about 
the evening: 

“We were in an incredibly lovely home—Qriental rugs, expensive 
antiques, all elegantly arranged. | was showing a videotape, and one 
of the mothers vells out, “Oh, look at that guy with the Italian tan!’ 
Leringed. One of the shots showed a worker bare ta the waist, and you 
could see fan lines left by his T shirt, [ was really glad that Paul was 
in another room at that time, and I said, “You're not winning many 
points with Mr. De Fare.’ The woman excused herself, and said that 
the guy had a ‘construction-worker look.’ | tried to make light oF it. 
Tlaughed, and told her that she ought te quit when she was ahead, and 
that she had insulted Paul twice, She obviously didn’t know that Paul 
worked construction in the summer, What can you do? You wouldn't 
hear this shit in a working class community, but they wouldn't have 
the money to travel.” 

Most of the teachers and all the administrators had grown up in 
working class homes. They were typically the first generation of col- 
lege graduates in their farnilies, and many had attended local, inexpen- 
sive state colleges attractive ta working class students. At Oldham, 
nearly half of the college-bound students could be expected to enroll 
in private colleges, and over two-thirds of the students enrolled in 
out-of-state colleges, 

“Tt doesn't bother me to see the honors kids go to Yale or Stan- 
ford,” one of the teachers told me. “What pisses me off is to have some 
arrogant little bastard From one of my slower classes get into a private 
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school and then look down his nose at me because 1 went to a state 
teachers’ college, We were poor, [ didn’t have the money to go any- 
where else.” 

Some of the teachers resented the opportunities available to the 
students, and one claimed that they were the “victims of their parents’ 
wealth.” 

“These kids have it teo good,” said one of the teachers who had 
grown up in a nearby com#«munity. They re apotled. hly [athletic] 
teams don’t work hard; they expect everything to be handed to them. 
They don’t need to win, They don’t like to sweat.” 

Other teachers were envious, 

“In some ways it’s hard for me to teach in this school,” a forcign 
language teacher told me. “Ll hear the kids talk about their private 
riding lessons and their private tennis lessons, and I'd like to give those 
things ta my own kids, but I can’t afford it. | have to de landscaping 
in the summer just to make ends meet,” 

Part-time and summer jobs were a way of life for teachers. Many 
of the teachers claimed that their salary was so low they could not 
afford to travel or go to graduate school full-time during the summers. 
They laughed at the idea of year-round twelve-month schools. “Tt will 
never happen,” said the head of the language department. “Tk will be 
too expensive For the districts, and besides that, who will paint all the 
houses and mow all the lawns if teachers have to teach in the sum- 
mers?" 

Most of the teachers claimed they could not afford to live in either 
Webster or Oldham, and many of them considered the schools their 
children attended to be inferior to Oldham’s schools. "T feel like a 
servant im a rich man’s house,” said a math teacher, “I take very good 
care of the rich man’s children, but my own children do not get the 
same care.” 

The students knew of the teachers’ envy and resentment. “You 
think we're all loaded, doen't you?” asked a senior boy, angrily. “All 
the teachers think we're rolling in money, You can’t even look at us 
without seeing our money! If you knew you were going to be so 
uptight about money, why did you go into teaching?” 

“My father works ten or twelve hour days," said another student. 
“You guys have the summers of! What more do you want?” 

Many of the students were wealthy, but many more came from 
Families that worked hard and budgeted carefully to get by; some came 
from Families that were struggling. About 25 percent of my juniors and 
seniors held down part-time jobs. They worked as waitresses, bus 
boys, and dishwashers in restaurants, as stock boys in supermarkets, 
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and as garage mechanics. Few made more than the minimum wage; 
most claimed that working was more than a luxury, and all the stu- 
dents whe worked laughed at the notion that they were apoiled rich 
kids. “T know it! 1 know it! All the teachers think that we sit around 
in our Jacuzzis and clip coupons,” said one student, “That's a joke! 
Yeah, we have a nice house, but my parents are divorced, my mom has 
to work, and we're scuffling. | wouldn't work six nights a week wait- 
ressing if | didn’t have ta.” 

Another student claimed that one of his coaches blamed every 
team loss on the students’ soft middle class life style, telling them, “Go 
home to your Cadillacs.” 

“He would yell at us on the team bus after a loss, calling us a bunch 
of “Oldham asses.” That was his favorite expression when he was mad 
at us. It meant that we didn’t werk hard, we didn’t put out, and we 
didn’t try. It just got the team mad.” 

It was rumored that the coach's verbal attacks were a contributing 
factor in the dismissal of this nontenured teacher. 

The Oldham students could not understand why some of the 
younger teachers spent hours on the phone trying to get tickets for an 
upcoming concert by the rock and roll hero of the working class, Bruce 
Springsteen. “Why would anyone want to go to listen to him?” asked 
one of my junior boys. “He sings about looking For work, and hating 
your jab, and running away, Dr pressing! 

“Yeah,” agreed another. “He sings about being in a union, How 
could anybody be in a union? ] would never take a job that I had to 
join a union for.” 

“Whe neither,” agreed the first student, “Someone told me that 
Springsteen comes From a part oF New Jersey that’s real congested. 
You know, where the houses are close to each other with only a 
driveway and a little land between them,” 

The students with dirt under their nails from gatage work and 
those with réd eyes from late nights in the kitchen said nothing. Even 
when I asked them to comment on anti-union and anti-worker senti- 
ments, they would just shrug their shoulders. More often than not, 
these were the students from Webster, the students same of the Old- 
ham residents referred to as the “Websterricans.” 

The administration and the head of the pupil personnel depart- 
ment denied it, and some of the supervisers said that it did not exist, 
but most of the counselors and teachers knew that there was a con- 
stant low-keyed antagonism between the Oldham students and the 
Webster students. The Oldham students came from the wealthier 
parts of the district. They were more preppy in their dress, and they 
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were more compliant students, The Webster students had a harder 
edge. They were less willing to give unquestioned respect to their 
teachers, and less willing to play the school game, But the Webster 
students represented the only area in the district that was experiencing 
a population increase, and the teachers worried openly about the 
change in the school this would create. “This school is changing For 
the worse,” lamented Willa Green. “There is more crime, less respect. 
There are Fewer good kids now. [hate to say it, but think it’s because 
of the Webster kids,” 

The rivalry between the two groups could affect teaching. In one 
of imny American history classes, there was a vocal group of Oldham 
girls and an equally vocal group of Webster girls. Whenever there was 
a Class discussion, the two groups would invariably take opposing 
sides based on personal antagonisms more than disagreements over 
the issue. One of the Oldham girls, a cheerleader, approached me after 
class. 

“Doc, you have to stop making us talk in class. Just give notes, 
okay? Every time I say something that little bitch jumps down my 
throat. Sorry, Doc, but she is a bitch.” 

I told her that I would think about it. Later in the day, one of the 
Webster girls stopped me in the hall and asked me about my conversa- 
tion with the cheerleader, 

“What was she saying about us? | know she was complaining 
again. I'd like to scratch her eyes out.” 

[told her that the two groups were making it hard for me to teach. 
I could not held a discussion or a debate, or play a simulation game 
in class, | explained, because of the hostility among the students. 

“Look, Doc, it's them, The Oldham preppy-fags think that we are 
a bunch of burn-outs and dope fiends. [ hate being in class with them. 
They lock down at us and they rag on us all the time. I'd like to tear 
her tongue out.” 

lt was well over ninety degrees in the school. The Webster student 
Was Wearing jeans, atube top, and a denim jacket, and she was perspir- 
ing and flushed, 

“Why don’t you take your jacket off? You look uncomfortable,” 
I tald her. 

“You wanna know why? Because 1 got a tattoo last night, and if 
those Oldham bitches see it, they'll bust on me the whole period. They 
won't say boo to my face, but | can hear them cackle to themselves. 
Wanna see my tatkoor”’ 

[nodded, and the student showed me a burn mark on her shoulder 
that would eventually turn inte a multicolored butterfly, | admired the 
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tattoo and made a mental note to lecture in class on the following day 
instead of trying ta get active class participation. 

One of the guidance counselors told me that Oldham High School 
was very “cliqueish.” It was a hard place for new kids to Gt in, he said, 
In some ways the Webster students were outsiders. They came from 
a part of the district that had been sending students to Oldham High 
for only three or four years. The high school was located in Oldham 
Borough, and the Oldham students Felt it was their school. The Old- 
ham kids all knew each other from Little League and soccer and other 
community activities, and many of them were cold to the Webster 
stuclents. 

“The grovers are the exception,” the counselor told me. “They'll 
take in anybody. All you have to do is smoke cigarcttes and wear jeans, 
and you can share your dislike of the school. They're the most dis- 
affected kids in the school, and there’s good reasem For their dis- 
affection. There is a lot of snobbery here, It’s easy to be a erover; it’s 
harder to be accepted by the preps. I'm surprised there aren't more 
@rovers.” 


GUIDANCE 


One of the guidance counselors told me: “It was easy for the 
teachers to forget that the students were individuals. When you deal 
with hundreds of them a day,” he said, “you forget that they have a 
wide array of problems that get in the way of their learning anything.” 
In addition to the Oldham=Wrebster antipathies, he cited problems of 
sex, drugs, alcohol, family relationships, and self-image. “A lot of 
these kids are sensitive, and they are casily hurt,” le added 

On occasion [ found myself inadvertently trampling on a student's 
feelings. Sometimes the student would tell me about it later; some- 
times the student's friend would tell me; occasionally, | would hear 
through the official line of communication, Late on a Friday night, 
there was a message on my telephone answering machine to call Larry 
Silverman, the assistant principal. In public schools, a call from a 
building administrator rarely augured well for teachers, especially if 
the call came on a weekend. Teachers claimed that if you did not hear 
anything, everything was going well. Any news, they said, had ta be 
bad news. 

I returned Larry's call the following morning. 

“Hey, sorry to bother you at home,” he said, “but we got a prob- 
lem. Did you send a progress report home on Bobby Daria?” 
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Progress reports were sent gut midway through the ten-week 
marking period to indicate an academic, attendance, or attitude prab- 
lem. The parents of all students who were doing less than satisfactory 
work were to be notified by mail. [tald Larry that I remembered filling 
out something about Bobby, but | eould not recall what I had written. 
asked him what the trouble was. 

“Did you write this? Listen, “Bobby is more interested in booze, 
broads, and parties [his words) than school. IF it were not for the fact 
that his father has a good deal of money, Bobby would not have been 
able to buy his way into a third-rate college, and he probably would 
be a lot happier.” “ 

“Lh oh! [ told Larry that I did write that, but it was part of a 
confidential meme | had sent to Daria’s guidance counselor indicating 
that he should talk ta Bobby about seme problems he was having in 
my class. It was not supposed ta be mailed home, Bobby Daria was 
no one’s favorite student, He was an eighteen-year-old senior in a 
(-level history class. He had trouble reading, he disliked writing, and 
he rarely paid attention in class. He cheated on tests, and he was so 
clumsy at it that all his teachers knew he cheated. During one test, 1 
looked up and found Bobby pretending te be stretching while search- 
ing desperately for answers on another paper. 

“T was just loosening up, Doc.” 

| moved his seat and he did not protest. When | again caught him 
looking For help from anether student, | asked him to move his desk 
inta the hall. He meekly argued, “How can [ concentrate on the test 
with all these interruptions?” 

A few minutes later one of the math teachers brought him into the 
room, and explained that Bobby had been asking people in the hall for 
answers to the test questions. 

“Who does that scumbag think he is?” asked an infuriated Bobby 
Daria after the teacher had left. “This is social studies. ] wasn’t cheat- 
ing on a math test. I'll remember that guy.” 

It was met difficult to find reasons to fail Bobby, but he was not 
an unlikable kid. For all his bombast, he was gentle and sensitive, and 
he would have been hurt if he had read the memo that had been sent 
home. “We gotla do something,” Larry told me on the phone. “I gotta 
live in this town. Bobby's father drove over here when he came home 
from work on Friday night, and he was here until eight o'clock. He was 
furious, and I told him | would look into it, I think | calmed him 
down,” 

T told Larry that | would call Bobby's guidance counselor, and 
that we would straighten it out. I also told Larry that everything I 


TEACHERS 4h STUMENTS a 


had written was true. One of his former teachers had described 
Bobby as being “as dumb as a box of rocks,” and | was sure that | 
could get all his present teachers to agree, This did not make Larry 
feel any better. 

Bobby's guidance counselor was one of the more respected counse- 
lors in the school: both the students and the teachers trusted him. He 
had a reputation fur being especially sympathetic to the more troubled 
kids. “I guess I’m a crusader,” he told me. “7 was a social studies 
teacher For three years, but ] was worried about becoming stagnant, 
you know, whipping out the same old tests year after year. | got a 
master’s degree in guidance from [the state university], and [went into 
the field basically 50 [ could help people.” 

He told me that as a classroom teacher he did not have the time 
to work with students as people. The demands of teaching academic 
content kept him away from the personal side of teaching too much. 
Now as a guidance counselor he did not teach at all, but he had over 
three hundred students to counsel, advise, and get inte college, Much 
of his time was spent buried in paperwork in a department he de- 
scribed as “chaotic” and “inefficient.” 

“This place is a 200," he said. “The secretaries schedule kids to see 
me every fifteen minutes. There are always calls from parents, college 
applications to All out, special projects to do, and the learning commu- 
nity to look in on,” 

I began to understand how a memo could be sent home by mistake. 
Tlater learned that the incident distressed no one in the guidance office. 
They were surprised, they told me, that it had not happened before. 
The guidance office had been operating with a very small clerical staff, 
and it was under unusual strain trying to master a new data processing 
system, [he director of pupil personnel and one secretary spent mast 
of their time learning to operate the new system and getting the bugs 
out of it. 

“T really didn’t read all of what you wrote,” admitted the coun- 
selor. ““l just gave it to the secretary, and she mailed it home in- 
stead of filing it, thinking that it was a progress report. The problem 
is that we use the same Forms for progress reports and confidential 
memos,” 

We agreed that I would call Mr. Daria and tell him the truth, | 
called him Sunday afternoon. As someone who worked for a large 
corporation, we hoped he would understand the nature of bureaucratic 
foul-ups. He did, but he was angry. He kept ine on the phone for a 
long time, forcing me to restate and rephrase my apologies. | under- 
stood the reasons for his anger, and | felt responsible. [ told him that 
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Iwas sorry for writing the memo, sorry the school had mailed it out, 
and sorry for any implied attack on his position and wealth. 

Bobby's guidance counselor called him at work on Monday morn- 
ing and apologized for the problems created by his department. I saw 
the counselor later in the day, “I think everything is going to be 
smoothed over,” he said, “IT told Mr. Daria that it was a mistake, 
etcetera, etcetera,” 

“Good,” | said, “I'm glad that’s over,” 

“Well, it’s not completely aver yel. There is one more thing. Mr. 
Daria would like a formal letter of apology From you on school statio- 
merry.” 

“Screw him. | have exhausted my contrition. lf | write anything I 
will apologize for his son being as dumb as a box of rocks... .” 

“TL thought you would feel that way,” empathized the counselor. 
“L think he's going too far, but ll write a letter and formally apologize 
for both of us. Again.” 

The teachers were not surprised there had been a problem, and 
some were privately glad that guidance had “messed up.” The teachers 
tended to view guidance as easy work, and one of the few avenues of 
escape from the classroom. Guidance counselors had no classes for 
which to prepare, no papers to grade, no content to cover, and they 
were mot trapped by the bell sehedole. Their salary Was 3 percent 
higher than that of a teacher with similar experience and degrees, They 
had their own offices and their own phones, and more important, they 
had the chance to werk with students and function as student adve- 
cates more than anyone else in the school. 

The teachers advised me net to be too candid, and not ta put 
anything in writing that could cause trouble, “Yeah, all that stuf you 
wrote was true,” said Gus Poulus, “but see what happens when you 
write it, They throw it back in your face. Never write anyvihing. This 
way you can deny saying something, and they have no proof. Every- 
thing you write that is critical of the school or the administration is 
put in your file, and they will use it against you." 

“You know what bothers me the most about this whole thing?” 
said Paul De Pare. “When parents have a problem, they never contact 
the teacher directly. The first thing they do is go over his head to the 
principal, or the superintendent, or one of their friends on the board 
of education. Why doen't they call us first? Didn't they ever hear of a 
chain of command?” 

The other teachers agreed. Parents rarely contacted teachers di- 
rectly when there was a problem. Teachers ordinarily could not be 
contacted by phone. There were no phones in classrooms, and teachers 
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did not have efhiees or secretaries. When parents called and asked to 
speak to their child's teacher, they were directed to the child's pnaicl - 
ance counselor or the teacher's department superviser. Teachers re- 
sented this line of communication, which denied them the 
opportunity to solve their own problems and which always put them 
in jeopardy. “If we had our own phones,” argued one teacher, “they 
would lose some of their control.” 

The pattern of communication triggered by parental complaints 
was predictable, At the beginning of the second marking period, the 
head of pupil personnel services stopped me in the main office before 
school. “You should check with Chris Buckley's guidance counselor. 
The CST classified him Nl, and the parents say that you're not adher- 
ing to his IEP.” 

“Did he try penicillin?” | asked, nat knowing what he was talking 
about. 

The head of guidance smiled, and it was obvious that he was not 
upset, There had been a complaint From one of the parents, but the 
counselor had been in guidance for over twenty years, and he was 
accustomed to parental complaints. He knew that T had no idea what 
all these initials meant, and he just wanted me to contact one of the 
gilidance counselors to placate the parents. | learned that Chris had 
been classified “neurologically impaired” (NI) by the “child study 
team” (CST), but [, and most of his other teachers, had disregarded his 
“individualized educational plan” (IFT), and his parents were threat- 
ening to sue the teachers, the counseler, and the school, 

By state law, every school district had to have at least one CST 
composed of the school psychologist, a school social worker, and a 
learning disabilities teacher-consultant. The state guaranteed that all 
educationally handicapped students would be given appropriate edu- 
cation. Students like Chris, who had been referred to the team because 
of some suspected learning disorder, were evaluated, classified, and 
given a special program of instruction. Their teachers were informed 
of their specific learning problem, and a list of specialized instructional 
strategies was devised to help the teachers address the students’ prob- 
lems. At the beginning of the school year, all teachers met with the 
CST te review IEPs for those students in their classes who had been 
classified as learning disabled. The teachers held the CST in very low 
esteem, CST members were generally considered to be unhelpful in 
Temediating learning problems, and they added to the teachers’ paper- 
work, 

“What dol think of the CST?" one teacher asked. “t's an example 
of early retirement. Those guys do so little they should be embarrassed 
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when they cash their paychecks. | have a student who they described 
as ‘suffering From dyslexia.” They recommend that I use nonprint 
materials in my teaching as much as possible. How dol de that and 
teach literature?” 

l had four students who were classified NI and three classified as 
Fl (perceptually impaired). [| asked the learning consultant to explain 
the differences between these classifications. One teacher mumbled, 
“Spelling.” [ noticed seme of the other teachers in the room shift 
position uncomfortably in their chairs, The learning consultant said, 
“There really isn't a whole lot of difference between NI and I'l. We 
have a great deal of freedom in classifying students, In Oldham and 
Webster a kid is classihed NI or PI. If he lived in a city, he would be 
classified MB (mentally retarded) or SM (socially maladjusted). The 
parents here find it easier to accept that their child is perceptually 
impaired or neurologically impaired than mentally retarded. It doesn’t 
sound so horrible when they tell their friends about it at cocktail 
parties.” 

[looked over the strategies sugecsted by the IEPs and noted few 
variations, despite differences in classifications. [t was recommended 
that some students be given extra time with their writing assignments 
and other students needed to see things as well as hear them. A few 
necded additional help From one of the three special education teach- 
ers, Chris Buckley's [EP indicated that because Chris had trouble writ- 
ing and reading, his essay tests and writing assignments should be 
administered in another form. | had net done this; Chris failed the first 
marking period, His parents claimed the school was in violation of a 
contract and state law, and that we had caused Chris to suffer unneces- 
sarily. Chris's guidance counselor had to assure the parents that I, and 
the other teachers, would follow the IEP; and he had to encourage us 
to ce it. 

“Well, Chris,” I said ta him after psychology class, “you have a 
cassette tape recorder, right? How would it be if you talked into the 
recorder rather than write your papers and tests?” 

Chris was an open and agrecable kid. “Sure, Doc,” he said. “That's 
fine.” Chris pigeled, and added, “Il have a VCR at home. Would you 
prefer a video?" 

Tassured him that hearing him would be more than enough For me. 
Thad a cassette player in the car and I listened to Chris on my way 
home From school. It tack me longer ta return his “papers” and tests, 
but Chris did not seem to mind, He passed the course with a grade of 
©, and entered a small private college in New England that had a 
special program for students with learning disabilities. | was glad to 
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help Chris out, but [ had no idea what I would have done if | had had 
twenty students with Chris’s problem. 


GIFTED AND TALENTED 


While the teachers believed that the students were the best part of the 
job, many said that their most satisfying expericnees with students 
took place outside the classroom. One teacher wrote: “The problem 
with teaching is that you have to force the kids to do things which 
neither of you think are important. | enjoy the kids best when I’m 
coaching or leading a Held trip.” A math teacher said: “We're all in this 
business because we like kids, but some of the kids ect shortchanged. 
Unless you work with the students outside the class, many of them 
get very litthe from the school, The classroom really serves only the 
smart kids, but they get shortchanged too, It’s cruel, but i's true.” 

Tthought it would be fun to work with students outside the class- 
rym, and | volunteered to become an adviser to the gifted and tal- 
ented program. The G&T program would allow me te work with small 
groups of four or ive students in weekly meetings. Each student was 
expected to complete an individual research project; there would be 
group trips to the Metropolitan Opera and to ancther high school; and 
there would be a series of puest speakers. According to the curriculum 
guide: 


The gifted and talented program is a program for students who have been 
identified as possessing exceptional intellectual ability... . The program 
is designed to provide these students with special indivi aga: small group, 
and counseling opportunities, on a regularly-scheduled basis under the 
supervision of a stall advisor... , 


An English teacher glanced over my shoulder as | read the an- 
nouncement calling for volunteers ta work with the Gi&T program. 
‘You're going to be a Gin and Tonic’ adviser, huh! Well, that’s terrific. 
Have a nice time, coach, Let me know what you think of it.” | asked 
him what he thought of the program, but he simply smiled and said, 
“You'll find out for yoursell.”’ 

G&T advisers received a $400 stipend, and they had to give up one 
free period a week. The stuclents in my group had all scored well on 
a group intelligence test, the sole selection criterion, but they seemed 
not very different from many other students in the schoal. The faculty 
advisers had decided that the G&T program would explore music and 
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economics. As part of the music unit, students were mvited to a series 
of conversations with professional musicians, There was a jazz musi- 
tian, ao opera singer, a fiddler who played bluegrass and country 
music, and the impresario of wedding bands. The musicians talked 
about their work, theic act, and their life styles. We studied the libretta 
from Mozart's opera Don Ciowtini and went into New York for the live 
performance. [sat next te Willa Green, an opera buff, whose enthusi- 
asm J] did not find infectious. It was hot, our seats were Far From the 
stage, and | dozed off a couple of times. 

One af my advisees caueht me napping, and during the intermis- 
sion he pulled me aside and lectured me. “You'll never make it as a 
Gé&eT adviser,” le said. “We were as bored as you were, but we're high 
scheol kids, and we know how to fake interest.” 

Another student told me that he would never again listen to adult 
criticisms of rock and roll, “My parents say they can’t understand rack 
Ivrics. T listened to the whole opera and didn’t understand one word!" 

Some stuclents said they enjoyed the opera, but they were mot sure 
why this was part of a gifted and talented program. Nor was L During 
our weekly sessten, the students teld me not to be concerned about 
it, “We're here to make our hith school records look better, We show 
up once a week, go ona few trips, and fake-out a few colleges, It’s no 
big deal,” he advised me, “don’t pet too hung up about it.” 

None of my students completed their individual projects, nor did 
most of them ever intemd to. Some of the students had been in the 
program for two years, and they said my experience was not atypical. 
“Wat much goes on,” admitted one student, “Last year our adviser sat 
and talked about things we didn't understand. This is better. At least 
vow don’t pretend to be doing something intellectual and important.” 

Several of the other G&T advisers shared my diseomfort. “l don't 
feel Like Vin doing anything.” confided a math teacher who sat on the 
board of education of another district, “but you just can't have a 
suburban high school that doesn't have a G&T program.” 

There was littl general agreement among the teachers concerning 
the goals of the wifted and talented program. Typical of most issues 
in the curriculum, each teacher had his or her own idea based largely 
on past personal experiences and a gut fecling about what should be 
done to improve education. The teachers who had planned the G&T 
program had their own agenda. They recognized that many of the 
Oldham—-Webster students lacked contact with other than white, mid- 
dle class people, and as part of the economics unit, the Oldham Gift- 
ed and Talented Program initiated an exchange of visits with a pre- 
dominantly black inner-city school. The city school was receiving a 
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mood deal of positive media attention. A new principal was being 
credited for instilling pride, stronger a ae and higher expecta- 
tions among the students. 

A trip to the city school had gone well: ae city school was pleased 
to have the Oldham students visit, and the Oldham students offered 
an invitation to come to their school in return, Several months Jater, 
the students from an academic honors program in the city school 
visited Oldham High, and the G&T students served as hosts. It was 
easy to tell the students apart. All the Qldham students were white: 
all the city students were black or Hispanic. As an opening activity, 
the students were divided into pairs, one student from each school, 
and they were asked to interview each other using a set of questions 
written by the teachers from beth schools. The students seemed a little 
shy at first, and after some initial hesitance they mixed politely if nat 
easily. Fifteen minutes later, the students formed a large circle and 
intreduced the student they had been interviewing to the rest of the 
group. One of the questions on the interview sheet concerned fulure 
plans: “What do you plan to do after high school?" 

There was a great similarity in the responses. Students from both 
schoals planned to go to college, and career choices of computer sciem- 
tist, engineer, and doctor rolled off their lips with equal ease and 
frequency. There the similarities ended, All the city students had used 
computers in school, but the Oldham students who planned to study 
engineering or computer science owned their own computers. Some 
Oldham students had more than one computer at home, many had 
gone to computer camps in the summer, and several had access to the 
mainframe computers af their Parents’ employers, When the city stu- 
dents introduced the Oldham students to the group, their shock was 
apparent, One of the students pointed to his partner and said, “This 
guy has an IBM AT and an Apple 2C, and he is building a robot with 
the money he made writing programs! Can you believe that!” 

Imet with some of the Oldham students after the session, and they 
tog were surprised by sume of the things they learned, 

“De you know that the salutatorian of their praduating class is 
Pregnant with her second child, and she’s not married!” one student 
told me, 

Another said, “Did you see the way they ate in the cafeteria? | 
think they took extra food just because it was free.” 

“One girl tald me she didn’t think she could come today because 
there was mo one to take care of her baby, but she left it with a 
neighbor at the last minute. I can’t imagine doing that,” said a very 
shocked Freshman girl. 
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SOME LONERS 


Not all of the brightest students were in the Ga&T program. A few 
found no place to satisfy their academic cunosity; many were just 
hanging Gut, waiting for high school to finish and hoping that college 
would be better. The school served most of the students reasonably 
well, but these on the fringes had difficulty. The very bright, the 
creative, the athletic who did not bike team sports, the aienated, the 
loners, and the rebellious students had trouble in a schoo] where there 
Wis tre pressure to adapt and confurm, and too few opportunities 
for individual attention. 

During the first tull-period test | gave in American history, a girl 
sitting by the door grabbed her stomach and doubled up, apparently 
in pain. | tek der oat inte the hall, and we talked as llooked inte the 
classcowimn through the small rectaneular window in the dear, 

“Are you okay? Do you want te wo to the nurse?” 

“TV be okay. Vu pust upset,” she said, and she started to cry. 

“Dhope you're oot worried about the test. You know you can take 
iter as many thnes as you need to until you pass... ." 

"Dhow, sle intecruptial Vin not worried about the test. Pl be 
ahay. 

"Is there something else?” 

‘T's sot nothing to de with school. [ hate this fuckin’ place. It 
sucks, Life sucks.” 

After a few moments, she composed herself and became more 
specific. She said. “My sister's pregnant, and she's afraid to tell my 
pulrciits. Were Catholic. Wy father will just Hip out. | hate it when he 
gets oad. He wants me to go to college. | don’t want te go to college. 
[just want te mun away te California with my bovfriend. I’m thinking 
of quitting schol.” 

We talked in the empty hallway while the other students com- 
pleted the test, The student trusted me enough to share her feelings, 
and [felt some responsibility to try to help. We talked a few more 
times curing a thiee-week period. We did not have a common Free 
period; the student atterded a vocational program in another school 
during the afternoons, but we managed to get together for a few 
nunites before school. She was able to resolve some of her problems 
well enough to stay in school and graduate, but she slipped through 
the school without creating much of a ripple. She gave the barest in 
effort, attendance, and attention, and she asked For litle help From the 
teachers and staff. 

School was net pleasant for her. She rarely received grades higher 
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than C; most of her teachers gave her ne special attention or help; she 
had few friends in school, and she was just marking time until she 
graduated, Somebody else would get the lead part in the school play; 
others would be team captains, and voted most popular and most 
likely to succeed; she just hung out and got high in the grove. | did 
not know if any of the teachers had her in mind when they responded 
“The students were the best part of Oldham High School,” but she 
would have been surprised if they had. A few of the teachers told me 
to refer the student to her guidance counselor and not to get involved. 
One teacher seemed more interested in the gossip than in the student, 
and he asked me for the student's name. “Her?” he asked. “I know her 
sister. | can't imagine anyone knocking her up.” 

The student was too alicnated From the school to use its support 
services. She had nothing against her guidance counselor, she said, but 
she would not go te talk with him, She knew about the adolescent 
drop-in clinic run by a local mental health agency, and she knew 
which days the school psychologist was in the building, but she would 
not go to either of them. “This place is a prison,” she told me. “lf you 
want to help me, just listen to me bitch every once in a while. You 
don't have to say anything, just listen. ] need to get seme stuff of my 
chest.” 

The school psychologist told me that many of the students Found 
themselves trapped by a school which was unresponsive to them. He 
said most of the students who came to see him were there to escape 
from the restraints imposed by the institution, and he claimed that it 
was a highly controlled school, regardless of what the administration 
contended, (4idham High School was a tough place to be comfortable 
as a student unless you succeeded in narrow areas of success defined 
by the school. Unless a student participated in athletics or did well 
academically, there was little chance for status or recopnition. Wlost of 
the students would go unrecognized! 

The teachers understood that all the students needed help from 
time to time, Trey Thayer, my department supervisor, claimed that 
this was one of the more important, although unofficial, functions of 
a teacher. Every teacher | spoke to could recall several students he or 
the had counseled over the years. Students sought out teachers with 
whom they felt some rapport, ar whom they perceived as a source of 


Un another etheeeraphic study, [ atlended classece with high school stidents. Tha brigheer 
students and the athletes had far more interactions with their brachers ham the other students. 
Aunong the shuhenty Dubeerved eas a junivr inl whe followed a vocutional business program. 
[In the tore han twenty classes we slbended qopeiber, shee never vohucmteerad un ancrer, ail va 
teacher called on her, joked with her, or teased ber, Fer her, there wae very little pleasuce to be 
derived From school er her interactions with teachers (Palonsky, 1473). 
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help. Some teachers said they reached out for students who were 
“outsiders,” or “troubled,” or perhaps a reminder of the problems they 
themselves had experienced as adolescents, Every teacher identified 
with diferent students. Some liked the rebellious, others the dis- 
affected, or the terribly shy. Paul De Faro liked those students who 
were having trouble adjusting te Oldham. “I like the kids with real 
problems. [ relate better to the screwed up kids. It’s really hard on a 
lot of the kids who don’t Gt the Oldham model of a college-bound 
preppy. [ can identify with their alienation.” 

Formally, teachers had no rele as counselors. They had little or no 
training in adolescent psychology or counseling, and none in therapy. 
There was no time in the school day set aside for teachers to meet with 
students, and it was not part of their job description. The teachers were 
not evaluated on the basis of their work as counselors, but teachers 
regularly reached out for students they thought they could help. IF you 
do not like the students, the teachers said, you should not be a teacher. 

“T like to work with kids,” said Mike Werge. “It’s one of the 
reasons | went into teaching. | think that this is what the job is all 
about. Helping a kid keep his head serewed on right is certainly a lot 
more important than teaching about American history. What else is 
there? You can't pretend you are a high school teacher for the academ- 
ics. You don’t come to school for the quality of Food in the cafeteria, 
It’s the kids. IF you do not like the students, you can’t stay in teaching. 
There is nothing else. It takes a lot of time, and there are insuHicient 
rewards, but someone has to do it.” 

There was littl money in teaching. lt was not a glamorous or 
exciting jab. The single source of both teachers’ frustration and job 
satisfaction was the students. Most of the teachers did not question 
astudent who asked for help, whether it was an academic or a personal 
problem, This, they said, is what the job was all about. 1] could not help 
but try. When students care to talk about problems, I listened. IF they 
needed encouragement, | tried to encourage them. If they needed 
counseling, [ tried to counsel them. When I thought they needed 
therapy, | had to tell their parents. 

1 told the mother of one student that I thought her son was hav- 
ing some serious problems, School had become a very unpleasant 
place for him. He seemed to have no friends, and many of the stu- 
dents picked on him unmercifully in class. He was teased and ver- 
bally attacked by boys and girls alike, and he was the butt of 
classroom jokes and ridicule, Although he was very bright, he rarely 
completed homework assignments or papers. He failed tests, and he 
was in jeopardy of failing for the year. He was absent from school 
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nearly half the time, and there was little evidence of somatic illness. 
He was overweight and self-conscious about it. He told me that he 
always wore long sleeve shirts to cover what he considered exces- 
sively fat arms, and he said that he tried to wear dark colors to make 
himself look thinner, The student often sought me out during my 
lobby duty. “Do you think I’m screwed up because [ worry 50 much 
about my appearance?” he asked me. 

I told him that it sounded typical of teenagers. I admitted when | 
was in high school ] wore long sleeve shirts because | was embarrassed 
by my skinny arms, and [ wore sweaters to look heavier. | suggested 
to him that perhaps he should see his guidance counselor about some 
of these things, amd that he knew where to ind me if he wanted to 
talk. 

I went to see his counselor. She agreed that while the student 
suffered from a self-consciousness not unusual among adolescents, his 
difficulty in developing relationships with other students was trouble- 
some, and she thought he could use psychotherapy. The guidance 
counselor had several years of experience in other schools, and she was 
not enamored of this high school. 

“You should see this place after the bell rings,” she said con- 
spiratorially, knowing that the school did not like mew staff members 
to be eritical. “It's like a morgue. All the kids in class, quict, deserted 
halls, no signs of life anywhere, It's very spooky, The administration 
thinks these are signs ef a good school, but there are no signs of joy 
or spontaneity. There is alot of pressure on kids here, but we pretend 
they have no problems because they have middle class comforts.” 

The counselor arranged for a conference with the student's mother. 
His parents were divarced and his father lived in another state. Larry 
Silverman sat in on the conference to represent the administration. If 
necessary, he would indicate the extent of the student's troubles with 
the school: excessive absenteeism and poor academic performance. Ile 
would withhold the threat of Failing the student for the year unless 
the parent refused to consider therapy for her son. 

It was a difficult conference. Initially, the parent denied there was 
a problem. We did nat understand her son; we did not appreciate him; 
we did not see him as she saw him, she told us. | told her that I did 
not know what was wrong with her son, but | said he was very 
unhappy, friendless, and Failing in school. | thought he needed some 
professional psychological help, 

Tt was the most difficult thing I had to tell a parent. The woman 
did not know me, and I did not have much time to develop trust. This 
was a forty-two-minute period, and | had to make my pitch in behalf 
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of her son and get to my next class. The counselor was gentle with the 
parent and supportive of my argument, and Larry did not have to 
make his threats. The parent agreed to have her son see a clinical 
peychologist in the area who specialized in the problems of adoles- 
cents. Several times during the remainder of the vear the student 
stapped by my roorn before school to thank me, and to assure me that 
things were going well, and that he would be “cured” in a matter of 
weeks. Late in the year, he walked up to me in the lobby to show me 
his new short sleeve beige shitt. 


THE REAL KID BEHIND THE ALLIGATOR SHIRT 


The students seemed to understand the narrowness of scope and the 
strained artificiality in their classroom encounters with teachers, The 
way in which we speak in schools—the topics discussed, the language 
used, and the cerstant evaluation of student responses—makes it 
unlikely that discussions are ever more than academic exercises. Most 
classroom discussions appear to be more scripted than spontaneous. 
Teachers typically ask questions to which they already know the 
answer, and students often have to guess what the teacher has in mind, 
After what | thought was avery open series of exchanges with most 
ef the members in one Freshman class, one student later qualified it by 
saying, “That was a good discussion—for school." 

The students seemed to be more interested in the personal side of 
their teachers than the subject being taught. They inquired about my 
marital status, living arrangements, and age with greater curiosity than 
they asked about history or economics. “You live on the sixteenth 
Noor? Did you ever spit off the balcony?” “What's it like when people 
visit you?” “What kind of music do you listen te?’ “You don’t talk 
about history, da you?” 

Most of the students seemed eager to talk about themselves; they 
wanted me to know there was alot more to them than just the narrow 
part | got to see in class. One of my students advised me that if I 
wanted to become a good teacher, | should get to know “the real kid 
behind the alligator shirt.” Some of the students invited me to join 
them for affer-school tennis, racquetball, and weightlifting at the Old- 
ham Village Racquet Club. The club, which offered discount member- 
ship rates fo the teachers, was one of the few places where students 
and teachers could get together outside of school. 

My best relationships with students were developed at the club. 
We had the time to talk informally about academic subjects, personal 
problems, and career plans free of the bell schedule and other re- 
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straints of the institution. While | was still a teacher, and had the 
responsibilities of a teacher, | could give students more and better 
attention than [ could in the classroom, where [ had academic, clerical, 
and disciplinary tasks to attend to. On the tennis and racquetball 
courts, we competed as equals without the roles of teacher and stu- 
dent. In the weights room, the typical toles of teacher and student 
were reversed, Most of the students were Football players who trained 
seriously, and they were stronger and more experienced than J. They 
taught me training techniques, encouraged my cHorts, complimented 
my progress, and compared my performance to other teachers. 

The teachers whe worked aut at the club got ta know their stu- 
dents better, and it prebably helped them in schowl, [t did not seem 
to matter that Willa Green was a terrible racquetball player. The 
students respected her because she tried hard and was concerned about 
being in shape. They enjoyed seeing another side of an academically 
demanding chemistry teacher who played a form of volleyball with his 
students in one of the racquetball courts, The students knew that Mike 
Werge, Paul De Faro, and ] were not hired by Oldham for our Olympic 
potential, But they enjoyed seeing us pursue things at which we were 
not better or more knowledgeable than they. 

Iwas able to form stronger relationships with those students with 
whom [ played racquetball or lifted weights. When I had trouble in 
school with students who did not de their work or who failed tests, 
they did not let it carry over to our shared after-school workouts, I had 
to tell one student that he was failing my American history class. 
Another teacher had turned his name in for cutting that day, and he 
knew his parents would be furious. He was upsct and sulked the 
whole class period, but when the bell rang, he asked me the same 
question he asked every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday: “Hey, Dac, 
ya liftin’ today?” 

On the day of final exams, as T left the school with a bundle of 
unread test papers, two students | knew from the club jumped out of 
a car and Forced me ta the ground with their combined weight and a 
series of eerntle punches. I protested that I was ca ITyINg official docu- 
ments and was protected by state law, but they were undeterred. “We 
just wanted to say, it was nice getting to know you, Doc, Come back 
and lift with us next year, okay.” 


| 
Por most of the teachers, there was more joy in the personal side 


of the job than the academic. While it was Fun to see students learn, 
there was a repctitigusness in it that was predictable and ultimately 
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bering. Books had to last from Hve to ten years, films even longer. 
Most af the content was based on low-level information, and heavily 
laden with trivial Facts. The academic side of teaching was often as dull 
for the teachers as if was for the students. The variation in the job 
came from working with students. “We teach the basics in high 
school,” the head of the foreign language department told me. “We 
don’t read Marcel Proust, we teach verb conjugations, restaurant con- 
versations, and idiomatic expressions, OF course it gets boring, I don’t 
learn anything. | get most of my enjoyment out of the development 
of my track team.” 

A teacher of calculus and advanced mathematics courses admitted 
that only one of his Ave classes was capable of asking questions which 
forced him to think. In the others, he said, the students were learning, 
but he was “just going through the motions.” 

There were teachers in every department who believed high school 
was primarily an academic experience, but most of the teachers 
scemed to agree that the academic rewards of teaching were limited 
by the nonacadenuc nature of instruction, the limited resources, and 
the general nonacademic focus of high achools. The pleasures, they 
said, were the informal dealings with the kids, The greatest rewards 
came from helping a student cope with a personal crisis or solve some 
emotional difficulty. “Anyone can teach subject matter,” said one of 
the math teachers. “The kids will forget who taught them the Py- 
thagorean theerem, but they will always remember a teacher who 
stood behind them and encouraged them.” 





> 


POWER, POLITICS, 
AND ATHLETICS 


Power, in a general social science sense, is the influence or contro] 
exerted by one on the behavior of others. It is sometimes interpreted 
as the ability of a person to direct his or her own life. Ina work setting, 
power implies being in charge of one’s job, being able to make or 
influence decisions, and being rewarded and recognized for one’s 
skills, knowledge, and achievements. Qutside their classroom interac - 
tions with students, teachers had very litthe power. They had contro] 
of Few aspects of their working lives. They did not make policy, 
curticular or personnel decisions, and they had no formal influence on 
those who did, Teaching seemed to be controlled by nonteachers, 
Classroom teachers were observed and evaluated by their department 
supervisors; they were monitored and managed by the building princi- 
pals and the superintendents; and they were subject to the decisions 
of a lay board of education. The librarian could, but never did, make 
it difficult to bring classes inte the library. The audiovisual coordinator 
could, and occasionally did, punish teachers who treated him badly by 
intentionally failing to deliver a piece of equipment, or retrieving: it 
unexpectedly in the middle of the day, 


CLASSROOM OBSERVATIONS OF TEACHERS 


Most of my teaching was unobserved by other adults. The daily pat- 
terns of my work were not seen or evaluated, and little was done to 
improve my skills or morale. Although parents, administrators, super- 
visors, board members, and colleagues could come into my class, Few 
ever did. OF the 900 classes | taught, 8 were observed. Troy observed 
4 of my classes; Cal Bullinger, Larry Silverman, Krystyna Mokowski, 
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and two members of the board of education observed 1 class each, 
Mast of the observations were unannounced. 

Two members of the board dropped in one period while we were 
watching a documentary entitled “Bataan—the Forgotten Hell.” The 
tape and the VCE belonged to Mike Werge, and they were part of our 
patched-together unit on World War UO. The materials were not ap- 
proved by the board, nor were they part of the curriculum, but the 
board members did not ask about them.,! 

] introduced the board members to the class, We watched the 
videotape together, and [| stopped it every few minutes to clarify 
information and allow the class to develop some generalizations about 
war. At the end of the peried, one board member teld me that she 
“loved history,” and that her husband had been a history majer in 
college. She told me it was too bad we did not have a videotape of the 
television production of Herman Wouk’'s Minds of PYar. It was “great 
history,” she said, No, she had not read the book, she said, but she 
planned to get to it when she had the time. The board members told 
me they had enjoyed the class discussion, and thanked me for letting 
them sitin. Later, ata board meeting, one of the women claimed | had 
embarrassed her by mispronouncing her name in Front of the students. 
The administrator who told me about it shrugged his shoulders, stared 
at the Moor, and said, “What are you going to do? In this state to be 
ona board of education you have only to meet a residency require- 
ment and prove that you can read and write.” 

Teachers claimed they disliked being observed because the obger- 
vations were conducted as evaluations rather than as a means to im- 
prove teaching, They believed observations always placed them in 
jeopardy. “No one comes in to help us,” said one teacher, “They just 
find Fault.” 

The assistant principal, Don Brandt, sympathized with the teach- 
ers. “Sometimes teachers can 20 for weeks, or even months, without 
hearing a positive word,” he said. “Sometimes I think | should just go 
around and sit in, and tell teachers the things that they are doing right. 
You can't have good teaching unless teachers feel good about what 
they are doing. I know they need it, but there just isn't time to do 
it.” 

By district policy, all nontenured teachers were to be observed four 
times, and all tenured teachers were to be observed twice, At the end 
of the year, an annual performance review was written based on these 


One oF the beard members wha obseries| aa was Jotec elected president oF the Cldhara— 
Webster Board of Education. Luring an interview after tay field work was completed, she 
adenithed steric net kere thd thine were ce veritten cucticulum in the sucial studies departovent. 
Al that time, she had been a member of the heard of education for sever years. 
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observations. The district used a three-part evaluation which de- 
scribed what was observed; listed commendations; and concluded 
with recommendations for change. The form infuriated one of the 
French teachers. He wrote: “There must always be recommendations 
for change. The implication is that we npoer teach a satistactory lesson. 
Something rust be wrong each time we are observed, That's Frustrat 
ing and demoralizing. We are alowys less than good! Don't they ever 
find a class in which no change is warranted?" 

“They always find something wrong with my teaching,” claimed 
another Foreign language teacher. “Sometimes [ ask toa many ques- 
tions, sometimes not envuch, but never once has my department su- 
pervisor invited me in to observe how he, the master teacher, does it.” 

Troy Thayer, the supervisor of the socia] studies department, 
claimed that Dr. Mokowski, the assistant superintendent for curricu- 
lum and instruction, forced the supervisors and teachers into adver- 
sarial positions, “She wants us ta be very critical,” he said, “IF our 
reports aren't critical enough, she lets us know about it. Sometime in 
the last few years, for example, they changed the name of the form 
we use When observing teachers. It used ta be called the ‘observation 
form,’ now it’s called the ‘evaluation form.’ Same form, different 
name. lt’s a subtle change, but there definitely has been a change of 
emphasis.” 

Troy did not invite teachers to observe him, and he may have been 
self-conscious about his own teaching and command of the subject, 
but he was a sensitive classroom observer who understood the nature 
ef social studies instruction as well as any supervisor | had met in the 
state. He encouraged teachers to use varied strategies to increase stu- 
dent involvement and participation, He liked simulation games and 
group work, and he supported innovative teaching. Troy was, how- 
ever, timid about some content. When my classes discussed whether 
government officials should be dismissed because they were hamosex- 
uals, he warned me that | might be upsetting some of my students. 
When we viewed a videotape that mentioned, in passing, a president's 
extramarital affairs, he asked if this was the best film we had, He did 
nat include these concerns in his written evaluation, but the message 
was clear: Be careful about what you do and say in class. Troy believed 
that he was being protective of his faculty. The social studies teachers 
felt that Troy privately disapproved of discussing controversial issucs 
in class. 

The teachers also complained that Troy was too reserved in his 
commendations. They said they needed more positive feedback about 
the things they were doing well, “After twelve years in the classroom, 
[ know what I'm doing wrong,” claimed Mike Werge. “I don’t need 
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to be told about all of the negative things. Every once ina while ] just 
want unreserved praise for the good things.” 

“lL need my strokes, too,” said Paul De Faro, “Sometimes | would 
like to hear that ’m doing a good job or that [ taught a good class. 
There is a constant flow of criticism and only a trickle of praise coming 
down to us, [t's a lonely job. Why don’t they understand that?” 

Three of Troy's annual observations were general evaluations. He 
checked lesson plans, objectives, discipline, presentation skills, and 
the neatness of the room, The other observation was designed to be 
a “clinical” observation in which the teacher identified one aspect of 
teaching on which he or she would like to concentrate, such as en- 
courdging greater student involvement or asking more sophisticated 
questions. Troy's evaluation would ignore other dimensions of in- 
struction, and he would focus only on those parts of the teaching 
process identified by the teacher. It was an opportunity For the teacher 
to improve his or her teaching, and while this was a generally recom- 
mended supervisory approach,* it was not district policy. Troy pur- 
sucd this on his own, but it was not always appreciated by the 
teachers, 

“Troy is good at finding fault,” observed Gus Poulos, the psychol- 
ogy teacher, “but he doesn't help vou, | need help. ] know I need help. 
We all need help. My teaching could be improved by showing me new 
approaches or new ideas, not by telling me that the blinds are out of 
whack, or asking me to Focus on something that | already do! [ have 
not gotten any help from Troy or the administration since I've been 
here. | don’t understand what he’s talking about. 1 know Troy is not 
happy with the way | teach, but he can't make concrete suggestions 
about what I should do. First of all, he doesn't know anything about 
peychology. Then he stumbles, and furnbles, and mumbles about this, 
arid that, and the other thing, and after one of our post-cbservation 
conferences, the only thing I know for sure is that he doesn’t like the 
stuff | have on the wall, His most concrete suggestion to me has been 
to change my bulletin boards and posters.” 

Another nontenured teacher agreed that Troy's suggestions were 
confusing. “Tt was frustrating to be observed my frst year,” he said, 
“Abter our post-observation conferences, | didn’t know where te go. 
[fit were not for Paul De Fare pulling me aside and helping me on his 
own time, | would never have made it,.., Next year I'm team teaching 


*For cuample. Kenh AC Acheson and Peberedith M. Gall, Tedeagors oe She CUnicel Supertisie of 
Taviires (Mew York: Longman, 19a]; Mlerris L. Cegan, Chae! Supervision (Boston: Houghton 
Miklin, L974); Rebert Goeldhammer ct al, Checcal Supertisien: Srrris! Ade thos for the Supervision al 
Trarhers, 2d el. (New York: Holt. Rinehart and Winglon, 1990). 
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with Mike Werge, and I'm really looking forward to it. | know he'll 
be able to help me.” 

The results of a survey indicated that teachers felt largely unsup- 
ported in their teaching. They considered the building principals to be 
less helpful than their department supervisors, and the central ad- 
ministration ta be the least helpful. At the same time, the teachers 
believed that the greatest threat to their jab security came from central 
administration, in the form of Krystyna Mokowski. Dr. Mokowski 
had a reputation as a knowledgeable, hardworking administrator 
whose many skills were shrouded by her inability to gct along with 
teachers and building principals. At the building level, she was consid- 
ered arrogant and insensitive, and her classroom observations were the 
shaff of faculty lore, Dr. Mokowski tried te observe me on two sepa- 
Tate occasions. It was her job to evaluate every nontenured teacher, “] 
must make between twenty-five and thirty observations a year,” she 
said, “and unfortunately, they have to be more critical and evaluative 
than supportive. |] don’t have time to give teachers support (although 
T know they need it}.” 

She came to observe me for the first time on a Friday afternoon 
during the last period of the day. We were in the middle of a simula- 
tion that involved all of the students in an “international relations 
game.” Every student had been assigned a role as a bead of state, 
diplomat, or cabinet official. Nearly half of the students were out of 
class that day because of a special last-minute band rehearsal, and | 
had to change my plans. We decided to discuss a current events topic. 
[teld Dr. Mokowski about the change, and suggested this might nat 
be a representative class, but that she was certainly welcome to ob- 
serve it. She decided to come back at another time. The teachers heard 
about the observation and stopped me at the end of the day. 

“Hey, [saw the Dragon Lady heading down to your room,” said 
Gus Poulos. “Il would have warned you, but I didn’t see her until it 
was too late. What balls! Observing a teacher on the last period on a 
Friday!” 

Troy was apologetic. “T hear the Polish Princess was in to see you 
today,” he said, “I'm sorry that 1 did not know in advance. Sometimes 
she tells me, this time she did not. How did it ga?” 

When [| told him that she did not stay, he cringed. “You'll hear 
about that. She'll probably be harder on you because you asked her 
to leave.” | explained to Troy that 1 did not ask her to leave, He said 
that she would interpret it that way. 

Two weeks later, on a Friday, again during the last period of the 
day, Dr. Mokowski returned. My class was discussing the reasons why 
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they had been subjected to two days of statewide tests of their mini- 
mal competencies in math and reading. We read excerpts from the 
state constitution and the state court cases that had led to the testing 
program, and the students argued about itin class. Dr. Makowski told 
me she would not make a written report of this class observation 
because the lesson “deviated From the curriculum.” 

‘You do knew that you call on ane row more than the others,” she 
added, smiling, T looked at her blankly. Did she think that 1 was 
unaware of it? Did she want to know why! We talked for about an 
hour after school, but we did not discuss the observation, and I did not 
tell her that four of the most talkative students in the class were all 
in one row, but | wanted to because | Felt she had not understood my 
teaching. We chatted about the shortage of books and teaching materi- 
als, and we discussed the absence of a written curriculum, | thought 
it had been an honest, pleasant conversation, but Dr, Mokowski re- 
ported to Dr, Szabo that I needed to be watched: I did not fellow the 
curriculum and | complained about the supplics. 

Don Brandt smiled and shook his head recalling the incident sev- 
eral months later. “I don’t know if you want to come back here next 
year, but that could have cost you your chance,” he said, Then he 
whispered, “You can’t go around and piss on the Princess's fire hy- 
drant.” The teachers were not supposed to mention curricular or book 
preblems, he told me. “It makes you look like a malcontent.” 

[ felt bad after my observation, Gus Poulos tried to consale me. 
“Don't feel like the Lone Ranger,” he said. “Everybody feels bad after 
she observes them, [t just adds to the depression of being a teacher. 
Welcome to the club. [t doesn’t take long to pet that abused, lonely 
feeling around here,” 


SUPERVISION OF INSTRUCTION 


There were eight subject area supervisors. All were male, and they 
could be distinguished from other faculty mainly because they always 
ware ties. All] the subject supervisors had been selected by the previous 
building principal; all had tenure; and all were considered less than 
adequate, In interviews with the superintendents, principals, and 
ttachers, no one identified them as being cither among the best teach- 
ers in their department or the academically strongest members of the 
department, although they had the responsibility ta lead in both areas. 

“The major problem with this school,” admitted Larry Silverman, 
“rests in middle management. We have very weak department super- 
visors, but what are you going to do? They are all tenured.” 
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“If [had my way,” argued Don Brandt, “I would simply eliminate 
all the departments and have four assistant principals, This way you 
get rid of the department supervisors without having to try and fire 
them.” 

As department supervisor, Troy did not have an easy job. He 
taught three classes; he supervised eight teachers and ane duty assign- 
ment; and he had to contend with what he considered excessive paper- 
work without secretarial support. He knew the social studies 
curriculum should be written down more systematically, but he was 
not given money for summer work or the extra help with which to do 
it. “They tell you to do things,” he said, “but they don’t give you any 
help. Every year there are more things expected of the supervisors and 
there is no additional support. Mokowski tells me to organize the 
curriculum, but she does not give me any money or free up the people 
to da ik. Since ] have been here, there has not been one serigus discus- 
sion about curriculum initiated by the central administration.” 

Troy was caught between the administration and the faculty, and 
it was unclear if he permitted himself to choose sides. The majority 
of the teachers in his department questioned his support of them, and 
he was unappreciated and distrusted. “Troy will sell you aut in a 
minute,” claimed an experienced social studies teacher, “Anytime 
there is a conflict between a teacher and a student, a teacher and an 
administrator, or a teacher and a parent, Troy will line up against the 
teacher. He's a nice guy, but he's a wimp. The only way for us to 
survive around here is CYA, cover your ass.” 

The supervisors played an important rele in the tenure decisions 
at the high school, It was not easy to win tenure at Oldham, and the 
social studies department had the greatest faculty turnover rate in the 
achool. When Paul De Faro had been awarded tenure three years 
earlier, he felt he had been fortunate. He did not coach, and he be- 
lieved his undergraduate teacher education program had not prepared 
him sufficiently For the classroom. “IT was lucky my first year,” Paul 
said. “There was a guy here whe was a terrific teacher, the best teacher 
I have ever seen. He was creative, intelligent, and extremely effective, 
OF course, he quit to take a higher-paying job, but he helped me make 
it. Without him, I would not have understood what teaching was all 
about, Troy was no help.’’* 

Paul also believed he was fortunate the school overlooked his 
background. “T felt that ] didn’t fit in here,” he said. “An Italian from 


Alna survey administered to the Faculty during my second year in the school, teachers were asked 
ta rate the “extent te which their department supervisor was helpful te their teaching.” Gna 
scale of +3 {very helpfull ta —3 very unhelpfull, Troy received a mean cating score of —1 56, 
the lowest of any department supervisor, There were four sathigs of —3, and only one af +1. 
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fan urban part of the state] in WASPy Oldham.” Paul shook his head 
from side te side, “Ne matter how well | taught, if they knew that | 
wore an earring on weekends dnd had a tattoo on my arm, | would 
have been fired.” 

AL the end of the year, two social studies teachers were fred, One, 
the only female in the department, was dismissed after teaching part- 
time For ome year because she had “discipline problems.” The students 
in ber C-level class were “eating her up,” in the words of a teacher whe 
taught next door to her. She had a hard time getting their attention, 
maintaining interest, and establishing her authority in the classroum., 
She was a gentle, thoughtful person who found it impossible to im- 
pose her willon students. “They [sophomore C-level students] greeted 
my honesty with indifference, and they regarded my openness as a 
weakness,” she said. “l guess I'm not cut out to be a teacher.” 

The teacher liad a background in psychology, but was assigned 
courses in history, and she was il at ease with the material. Because 
there was no written curriculum, she was unsure of the content to 
cover or how lone to spend on each unit. Gecause she was not lucky 
enough to find a mentor, as had Paul De Paro, she did not develop 
successtul teaching strategies. She worked hard, but she had become 
discouraged. She did not get enough help, and she did not perform 
well this one year on her first teaching job, 

Another social studies teacher, who coached football and baseball, 
was denied tenure after three years of teaching at Oldham. OF the 
three social studies teachers being considered for tenure that year, he 
was thie only one met to get ot. Tenure decisions were officially an- 
neunced in April of the candidate's third year, but the coach had been 
notified in January that be was “on probation.” He was in his early 
thirties, married, with a young child. He had a master’s degree in 
eclucation, ten years of experience in several districts, and he had piven 
up tenure at another school to become head baseball coach at Oldham. 
It was no secret that he taught mainly so he could coach. "I love it,” 
he said, “and | work hard at it, but fm also a pretty good teacher,” 

The coach was a laree man, nicknamed the Bear, who had played 
college football and baseball, He often dressed in what was called the 
OQldham-coach-stvle: blue nylon windbreaker, V-neck sweater with 
“Oldham” emblazoned on the front, and plaid polyester pants. Net all 
the coaches adhered to this fashion, but no one other than coaches ever 
dressed this Way. 

Troy claimed that although the coach worked hard, he had a 
“wooden teaching style.” with neither the intellect nor the technique 
to be a successful teacher. The coach claimed that in the other schools 
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in which he had taught, he had been allowed to ceast, and he had 
learned little about teaching until coming to Oldham. He questioned 
how he had been permitted to stay for three years if he was as poor 
a teacher as they said, and why it was that no one tried to help him. 
During my initial interview for the job, Cal Bullinger had mentioned 
that ane member of the department was “having trouble,” and he 
suggested that part of my responsibility would be to help that person. 
Nothing more was ever said about it, and the only nonteaching re- 
sponsibility assigned to me was library/lobby duty. [n am interview 
after the coach had been fired, Krystyna Mokowski blamed Troy for 
not utilizing me better. Troy thought it was Cal's responsibility, and 
Cal thought that Krystyna should have made the assignment to help 
the foundering teacher. 

Thayer and Mokowski recommended to Szabo that the coach not 
be given tenure, and Szaba forwarded their recommendation to the 
board of education. The board voted to deny tenure with one dissent- 
ing vote. The coach was popular with many of the students, and the 
next day about a hundred students staged a protest rally in the lobby 
of the high school. Don Brandt broke up the rally after a few minutes, 
asking the students to return to class, and thanking them on behalf of 
the coach for their show of sympathy and support, The students went 
back to class, The coach found another teaching/‘coaching job else- 
wherein the state, and he harbors a good deal of resentment about his 
treatment at Oldham. 

The athletic director had never seen the coach teach. He knew of 
the problems he was having in the classroom, but he was surprised 
that the coach was let go. “There's a place for [him] in the high school, 
There’s a need for intellectual teachers, but there is a place for him, 
too. He may not have been the greatest teacher, but guys like him can 
do more things than just teach. They can coach; they ean lead the 
band; they help kids. We need intellectuals to help the smart kids, and 
teachers like [the coach] tr help with the nonacademic things. There 
is a middle group of teachers, and frankly, [ don’t think they should 
be kept on, They're the teachers whe don’t do much for the kids after 
school, and they don’t teach well in school.” 

There was general agreement among all the building principals, the 
supervisor, and the assistant superintendent that the coach should be 
fired, but most of the teachers and the coach singled out Troy as the 
principal culprit. Some said he should have helped him more as a 
teacher; others said he should have supported his tenure candidacy 
more Foreefully. Whenever there was a problem in the school, the 
most likely people to be blamed were the department supervisors. 


1d 900 GHOWS A TEAR 


The teachers in the school who were sympathetic to their depart- 
ment supervisors saw them as convenient whipping boys for both the 
administration and the teachers. Mike Flynn, an English teacher and 
coordinator of student activities, claimed that his supervisor was a flak 
catcher, “Everyone blames hum for the problems of the department,” 
Mike said, “but he really has ne control over the department. Most of 
the teachers are tenured, and they do as they please. The supervisors 
are in the middle, Teachers blame them for inadequate supplies, 
and fer the lack of control over the curriculum, but they have no 
power over these matters. The administration blames them for weak 
teachers, but how many tenured teachers are ever fired in the whole 
stake?” 

(Ine part of a survey | conducted asked the teachers to list the 
characteristics of a “good supervisor.” Most teachers indicated that a 
supervisor should be a “scholar,” and an “instructional leader.” who 
was “honest” and “open.” They also said that because the supervisors 
at Qidham did not possess these qualities, the best thing the supervi- 
sors could do was to “protect the department,” and “not interfere with 
teaching.” 

“Qur superviser,’’ one science teacher wrote," is smart enough to 
leave us alone, and we do pretty well without him.” Another science 
teacher said that the supervisor “was among the least academically 
able people in the department, but he absorbs alot of the paperwork.” 
A foreien language teacher told me that Troy was the only supervisor 
who required teachers to turn in weekly lesson plans. “Our supervi- 
sor,” she said, “trusts us.” Am English teacher claimed that she liked 
her department supervisor because, “After every classroom observa- 
tion, he never failed to ask, “What do you want me to write?’ and he 
usually wrote what we told him to.” The supervisor of mathematics 
was in his final year before retirement. The math teachers said that he 
left them alone, and they thought it was the most helpful thing he 
could do. 

Many teachers wanted supervisors who had influence with the 
superintendent and the board of education, and could protect the 
department. An English teacher told of a board member who called the 
department supervisor and demanded that a new teacher be fred 
because “he lectured all the time, and the kids were not learning 
anything.” The supervisor confirmed the story, and said that he told 
the board member it was not truc. The teacher did not lecture in every 
class, and the evidence showed that the kids were learning from the 
teacher, though they may not have liked him. 
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THE PRINCIPALSHIP 


Other than inservice days, the Oldham High School teachers met as 
a group only during the monthly faculty meetings. The meetings were 
not run by rules of parliamentary procedure. There were no debates 
to win, no issues to discuss, and no votes to cast, [here were no 
standing committees and very few special committees. These were 
primarily informational meetings in which the administraters an- 
nounced new procedures or clarified existing palicies. The meetings 
typically began ten minutes after the last class was dismissed on the 
second Monday of the month. Don Brandt took attendance; Cal Bul- 
linger spoke; most teachers Hidgeted, watched the clock, or graded 
papers. Faculty meetings were in many ways analogous to the class- 
toom, but the role of the teachers was now that of the student. The 
teachers did net plan the meetings, introduce agenda items, or da 
much more than receive information. They were as passive in the 
faculty meetings as students were in the classroom, and like the stu- 
dents, they often did not enjoy their role. The teachers talked during 
the meetings, made wisecracks, and occasionally attempted to distract 
the speaker, Like the students, they had the power ty be disruptive, 
During the first faculty meeting of the year, a male teacher held up 
an Oldham wrestling T shirt and called for everyone's attention. The 
shirt showed two wrestlers both on their knees in the down position. 
One wrestler had his ight arm around the back and waist af the other 
in the traditional ready position of high schoo] wrestlers. The teacher 
bellowed, “Look at this! This is obscene!” He continued, “This appears 
to me to be a blatant example of homosexuality. Do you mean to tell 
me, Mr. Bullinger, that the school condones this sort of activity?" 
Cal Bullinger flushed slightly, but he seemed more annoyed than 
embarrassed. Most teachers said nothing. A few teachers thought it 
Was very funny, and no one suggested that it was inappropriate or out 
of order. Faculty meetings were the place for irreverent comments. 
There were no students there, and the normally pristine standards of 
language and subject could be relaxed. The teachers were careful nol 
to waste too much time because there was an agenda to cover before 
the meeting could be adjourned, and no one wanted to stay later than 
necessary. It was not unreasonable ta expect to have a good laugh at 
most faculty meetings. During the March meeting, for example, Cal 
asked us to redouble our efforts in enforcing the school rules. 
“Willa Green has brought to my attention,” he announced, “that 
the lobby and the halls have become the scenes of excessive amorous 
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behavior on the part of the students. Willa—and it certainly isn't just 
Willa who has complained about this—but, she is absolutely right, 
Willa says that the teachers ate not doing their jab. Some of you—and 
Tknow this to be true—simply walk right by and do nothing when you 
come across these individuals. If only one teacher enforces the rules, 
it makes thern look like a bad guy. We all must enforce the rules. 

“Just teday, on my way here, | walked around the corner of the 
lobby, and there were two guys... ." Bawdy laughter from some of 
the male teachers interrupted Cal. He blushed deeply, and his voice 
trailed off, but he continued: “All right, you guys. What [ meant to say 
was that there were two guys with two girls on their lap. That is 

.@ach puy had one girl each on their...D mean... his lap. Well 
... you know what | mean.” 

“Draw us a picture, Cal," yelled one male teacher. 

“AL Thad to do was look at them,” Cal continued, “and they knew 
that they were doing something wrong, and the girls got up and took 
their own seat.” 

“Did you check the guys’ pants?” mumbled another male teacher, 
and the people seated arcund him giggled. 

“The point is,” Cal concluded, “if we all work together on this, it 
will nat be much of a problem,” 

“He probably believes in coitus interruptus,” said the English 
teacher seated mext to me. He stopped grading papers long enough to 
add, “I bet he wants us to carry buckets of water to throw on the dogs 
copulating in the parking lot. It would make our jobs a lot easier if they 
just put some chemical in the kids’ food. Make a motion, coach. Get 
the science department on this right away.” 

T asked the English teacher if he broke up couples in the hall. “T 
wsed to,” he said. “Ll used to try to embarrass them a little. Pd say 
something like, ‘Can I] have a hug, too?’ That used to work. The kids 
would be embarrassed and stop. But kids are different today. Now 
they look at me as if I'm a dirty old man. One kid said that I was just 
jealous. Maybe he was right. [don’t say anything to them anymore as 
long as they have their clothes on.” 

| asked if Cal’s speech would change the wav he acted. “Na, of 
course not. You were in the army, weren't you, coach? When they ask 
you to do something, say, “yes sir.” Then do whatever you please. Hey, 
would you like to grade some papers?” 

The atmosphere was more subdued during the April faculty meet- 
ing. The teachers knew that Cal Bullinger had an important announce- 
ment to make. In a small school which thrived on gossip and rumors, 
everyone knew there would be less levity during the April mecting. 
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Cal announced he had resigned effective June 30. His resignation, he 
admitted, had been submitted because the board had not offered him 
anew contract. The board’s action did not come as a complete surprise 
to Cal. He had been Formally notified that he had been placed “on 
probation” in September. Cal had a short speech prepared. He thanked 
the teachers for their support during his two years at the high school. 
He also made some sexually suggestive remarks about the relationship 
between Drs, Mokowski and Szabo that drew only polite laughter. 
Ordinarily, this sort of attack on superiors would have been ap- 
preciated, but it was out of character for Cal, One of the teachers later 
told me that he had expected better from the director of a church choir 
and the son-in-law of a Protestant minister. 

Cal was clearly hurt by the board's decision. He had only two and 
a half years to work before he was eligible for a pension under the 
state's retirement system. He had one son in college, other children at 
home, and a wife who, he claimed, now regarded him a5 a failure and 
was threatening to leave him. When the students found out about 
Cal's announcement the next day, there were no protests or demoan- 
strations, Cal was not as popular as the coach who had been denied 
tenure. The teachers were relieved, and they looked forward to a new 
Principal. Cal told me that I was the only teacher to telephone him and 
offer condolences. 

Teachers offered several explanations for Cal's failure as principal. 
Some said it was because he was a weak leader whe had succeeded a 
very strong principal. One of the secretaries told me that the former 
principal claimed he had been “hired to be a prick,” and that’s what 
he was. He enjoyed political battles with the board and the Faculty, 
and he did not mind taking firm stands. According to Larry Silverman 
and several of the teachers, the former principal had surrounded him- 
self with weak department supervisors and made all the decisions in 
the building by himself. He did not support textbook requests, and he 
had little interest in curriculum or improving teachers’ skills. Cal Bul- 
linger, they said, inherited the resentments created under the adminis- 
tration of his predecessor, and he was too weak to quell them. 
According to Mike Flynn, the humanities teacher, the former principal 
had an open door policy. “Teachers,” Flynn said, “could go into his 
office anytime, and say anything they wanted to. He would sit back 
in his chair, fold his hands in his lap, close his eyes and tilt his head 
slightly toward the ceiling, You never knew if he was listening to vou 
or taking a nap, Jt was avery effective administrative technique; after 
a while, | stopped going to see him.” 

Cal was viewed as a weak and frightened principal. He seemed 
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uncomfortable talking with students, and the few students who dealt 
with him did not like him. The senior class president described him 
asa “wet noodle” who could not stand up to authority. One of the 
editors of the underground newspaper said that he was an “incompe- 
tent.” “They [the board of education] wanted a wimp,” he said, “and 
they got one.” 

The teachers, ordinarily a tranquil, nonpolitical group, had sent a 
letter to the board af education complaining about conditions in the 
school, It was a strongly worded letter which spoke of the “threats te 
our school” unless something was done to remedy the “administrative 
problems.” Some of the buard members were known to be upset by 
the teachers’ actions, They did not believe this was appropriate behay- 
ior; the principalship, they said, was a board concern, not a teacher 
concern. One board member referred to the letter of complaint as 
being “unprofessional.” 

“Linprofessional!l Unprotessional!” fumed Villa Green, one of the 
authors of the letter. “I'd like to kick him in the balls!” she said, 
Teferring to her critic. 

The teachers were uncomfortable with a weak leader. One of the 
math teachers said: “You goin and talk to Cal; he agrees with you, but 
nothing happens. He doesn't do anything. We need someone in the 
Principal's office who can make some decisions,” An English teacher 
asked me how I liked serving on a “rudderless ship.” Even the depart- 
ment supervisors, who bore a collective reputation for timidity, met 
with Dr. Szabo to complain about conditions in the school, 

Bullinger knew he was in trouble. Formally, he had been notified 
by the board that he had net fulfilled their expectations as building 
principal; the annual performance review of the first year of his princi- 
palship was negative, Informally, he felt the social ostracism of the 
faculty and the other building administrators. The only experienced 
principal, Don Brandt, was resentful because he had been passed over 
for the job. Larry Silverrnan was publicly contemptuous of Cal. The 
director of pupil personnel services, who had a good deal of influence 
in the daily operation of the school, had little respect For Cal. As a 
former music teacher, Cal could have expected support from the music 
department, but while the two music teachers were publicly polite and 
Friendly toward him, they disparaged his musical talents and knowl- 
edge behind his back. 

Cal felt the isolation, Fle ate lunch alone in the nonsmoking section 
of the Faculty roam. Pew people ever joined him, even if it meant that 
they had to crowd uncomfortably at one of the other three tables. Tt 
was as though the teachers wanted to physically dissociate themselves 
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frora him. Cal thought his cforts were unappreciated, He claimed that 
he worked hard, but change takes place slowly in public schools. He 
wondered why his superiors were judging him so harshly and so soon. 

Cal Bullinger said he enjoyed reading and discussing literature and 
history, but he complained that his long days and long commutes did 
not allow him the time to read very much, Although he regularly 
disavowed any pretense at scholarship, he was probably the best read 
of the three administrators, and he had the most sophisticated under- 
standing of education research. Bullinger appeared to know more 
about testing, teaching, assessment, evaluation, and curriculum than 
either Brandt ar Silverman, and his knowledge of the current educa- 
tion literature was more complete, “There are some real problems 
here,” Cal confided, after his resignation. “T have to review all of the 
final exams, and it amazed me how little some of the teachers know 
about testing. Some cf the finals ace filled with trivia and minutiae, but 
the supervisors must think they're okay because they just pass them 
on to me.” 

He also complained about the quality of teaching, the poorly writ- 
ten curricula, the communication problems in the district, and the lack 
ef support from the central administration. “Nlokowski is desk- 
bound. She decsn’t pet out here cnough to know what's going on,” he 
said, “and Svabo only criticizes. There are only two schools in this 
district, but Szabo is here, at most, once a week. To my knowledge, 
he has never observed a teacher here. He doesn’t know what's going 
on, but he hears a lot of complaining.” 

The teachers had been complaining since Cal was hired, but they 
did not do so in a collective or organized manner. The teacher mili- 
taney and union activisrn of the 1970s seemed not to have touched 
Oldham. Most teachers in the state had a comprehensive contract, 
which meant that every aspect of a teacher's day was subject to collec- 
tive negotiations, There were contractual agreements regulating the 
number and length of faculty meetings; the time period between the 
observation of a teacher and the filing of a written evaluation of that 
teacher; and the length of the school day. In the Oldham—W'ebster 
district, there was only a salary agreement between the teachers and 
the board of education. Teachers negotiated for salaries, typically on 
a two-year basis, and everything else was left to the board's diserction. 
The teachers may not have been content, but they did not think 
collective negotiations would salve their problems, 

Willa Green was the vice-president of the teachers’ association and 
the senior association officer in the building. Association meetings 
were held before school in the faculty cafeteria. The meetings were 
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brief and poorly attended. While most of the teachers were members 
ef the association, only a few took an active part in it. Willa com- 
plained that she found it hard to get teachers to join the association, 
attend mectings, and run for office, “This is our only voice,” she said. 
“LT cave understand why the teachers won't get involved.” 

Several weeks after Cal announced his resignation, Willa burst into 
the faculty room, asked for everyone's attention, and pleaded for 
volunteers ta run for association afiees. “This is a perfect time,” she 
said, referring to the newly vacated principalship, “to assert our 
strength as afaculty and get the kind of person who will turn this place 
around.” 

Willa got no response, and it was not clear if the problem was with 
the message or the messenger. Willa approached a table of coaches and 
the director of athletics. “How about you guys taking a lead in this?” 
she asked, 

“Who has time for this freakin’ union?” asked the athletic director. 
“I don't have time for this stuwH. I'm around here until ten o'clock every 
night walking the Freakin’ flelds, checking on teams, paying officials. 
You can't expect the coaches to do any more than they do!” he yelled 
at Willa, After she left, he said that “Willa couldn't give away life 
vests on a sinking ship.” The coaches laughed and returned to their 
COMVErsathon. 

Some of the teachers were vigorously anti-union. One English 
teacher vowed he would resign if the teachers vated ta have a union 
represent them. “T refuse to have anyone tell me how to teach, or 
regulate my hours.” Referring to a picket line established during a 
strike at a nearby business, he said: “lf teachers struck and formed a 
picket line, | would certainly not hesitate to run them over with my 
truck.” 

“LT weuldn’t want te cross a picket line,” said the wood shop 
teacher, “but [ hope things never get bad enough that people start to 
think that a union would help us, Cal's the wrong man for the job, but 
we don’t have to strike to get rid of him.” 

The president of the board of education claimed the board knew 
Cal Bullinger was the wrong man for the job “right away." She com- 
plained: “He had good references and good letters of recommendation, 
but we could see that he just did not take over.” 

The board president claimed that despite Cal’s good recommenda- 
tions, his former employers had found him te be less than strong. She 
said: “| was surprised when | met the superintendent from his former 
district, and he told me that Cal's lack of leadership ability and deci- 
siveness had been a problem there too.” The problem was, she said, 
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his letters of recommendation had not alluded to his leadership prob- 
lems. When Cal left Oldham, the Webster-Oldham Board of Educa- 
tion wrote a letter for him) lauding his personal qualities and 
sugeesting his work at the high school was not necessarily negative, 
only that it was not the right district for him. 

If the new principal was to be an “insider,” as the betting odds 
Favored, the choices would have to be narrowed to the two assistant 
principals, Don Brandt and Larry Silverman. They were an unmatched 
pair. Silverman was a large bundle of energy who wore loud hand- 
made ties, and permed his shert red hair. Brandt was about fourteen 
years alder than Silverman, He was short and balding, and he tended 
toward conservative sports jackets and three-piece suits, He was quiet, 
private, and frugal, while Silverman was exuberant and expansive. 
Oime former teacher in the school described them as St. Francis and 
Rasputin. 

Brandt's office was wood-paneled, windowless, and dark. He sat 
with his back toward the deor. The office was tidy and organized, and 
his desk was always neat. Don was an amateur photographer, and 
there were several examples of his work on the walls of his office. One 
picture showed a kitten peering out of a paned glass window. “That's 
a little ke me,” he said. “People may mot know this about me, but 
I'm a loner.” 

The teachers knew it. He had no close friends on the Faculty, and 
it was hard for him to relax with the teachers. He teased and joked, 
but he did not seem to enjoy himself at parties or social events. Brandt 
had been a physical education teacher. He was graduated From a state 
college in his home town, and he had gained notoriety as an innovative 
department supervisor of physical education. He developed a program 
in which students could elect various physical education electives 
throughout the year instead of being required to follow one class 
activity, Several activities were scheduled at the same time; some were 
competitive, some cooperative, and students were free to choose 
among them. There were team sports as well as dance and fitness 
activities. It was more work for the teachers, but it was designed to 
serve the students better. For his work in physical education, he was 
honored by being enshrined in his alma mater’s “hall of fame.” When 
asked why he went into administration, he said he needed more chal- 
lenges, “I did all [ could do in physical education, and I wanted to do 
more.” Fle also said he “just couldn’t handle the noise of the gym any 
longer.” 

“Lam the same person as assistant principal as | was when | was 
a coach,” Brandt told me. “When | coached basketball, we had a rue 
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that every kid had to have his ankles taped, and [ remember this ane 
kid, a good ballplayer, but he was a little lax about following the rules. 
Well, one day, he goes down on the court grabbing his ankle, and I 
told im to take of his sneaker so] could take a look at it. “No, coach,’ 
he says, ‘I don’t need to. I'm okay.’ Well, [ knew by the way he went 
down that his ankle wasn't taped, and the kid knew that I knew. It 
was a rule, He broke it, and he knew that he couldn't play for me 
unless he played by my rules. [ did not need to say another word.” 

Brand! described himself as a student advocate who believed in 
helping students develop an internal sense of discipline. “I think of 
myself as being a Fair person,” he said. “IF a kid is reasonable and 
honest with me, he will have very few problems in this school.” 
Veteran teachers claimed that Brandt was not always calm, reasonable, 
and rule governed, “The ‘old Brandt," claimed Mike Flynn, was a 
madman whe threw temper tantrums all the time, “He was really a 
wild guy with a quick temper. When he learned that he had a heart 
problem, he changed. What you see now is the “new Brandt,’ mellow 
ame reasonable. You have te be careful, the old ome coulel still be 
lurking arqund,” 

Another teacher who had been in the school since it opened agreed. 
““feah, the old Brandt was a tyrant. He was forever running around 
enforcing every niggling rule and regulation. ... Now he’s Mr. Hu- 
matism, and speaks as though Abraham Maslow were sitting on his 
sheulder, guiding his every memo.” 

A few of the teachers would have been happier with an assistant 
Principal who was a “head knocker,” a disciplinarian who enforced the 
school rules with speed and severity, but most of the faculty was more 
than happy with the “new Brandt.” Several teachers said the only 
problem with Don was that he had been an assistant principal For teo 
long. As assistant principal, his job was mainly discipline, scheduling, 
and attendance, It was hardly a substantive or creative set of respon- 
sibilities, but assistant principals are supposed to be in transit through 
this purgatory, on the way to becoming building principals where they 
can make loftier decisions and leave their mark on the school. 

Don Brandt, however, had been passed over for the principalship 
enee. When the school’s first principal had retired two years earlier, 
Don had applied for the job but had lost out to Cal Bullinger, an 
outsider. Je was rumored that Don was too much of an apolapist for 
the students to admit to problems at Qldham, and that the superinten- 
dent and several of the board members did not think he would be a 
geod leader. Brandt feared he would never become principal as long 
as Dr. Szabo was superintendent, arguing that he was not sufficient- 
ly deferential to ingratiate himself with superiors. “T tell him the 
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truth,” Brandt said, “and he doesn’t like that. But, I've got to live with 
myself,” 

“T'm looking forward to retirement,” said the Hfty-two-year-old. 
“Tl was really disappointed when they hired Bullinger, and I'll apply 
for the principalship again, but | don’t expect to get it. WT can’t get 
a principalship in another district, I'll stay here and retire carly.” 

Some members of the board ef education Felt that Brandt had 
undermined Cal Bullinger's authority in a petty and spiteful way. 
Brandt explained that someone had to make decisions, and he was the 
only one around who had experience with scheduling classes, ebserv- 
ing teachers, and running a school. “There were times when we had 
to Force Bullinger to act, and now it comes back te me that I was 
usurping his authonty. That really hurts me. We were just trying ta 
keep the ship afloat. Two assistant principals and the head of pupil 
personnel services were doing their jobs and his, and now the board 
claims that | was undermining his authority. It's absurd.” 

Mike Flynn had some personal disagreements with Brandt, but 
argued that he would not have been uncomfortable with him as princi- 
pal, “He's consistent and honest, and you always know where he’s 
coming from.” He added: “The thing which makes Oldham a good 
school is people like Don Brandt. He was passed over for the principal 
ship, and he is unappreciated for the work he does, but he still pives 
it everything he has.” 

No one doubted Larry Silverman's enthusiasm or dedication, et- 
ther. Silverman was in Jove with teaching. He had been the chief salary 
negotiator For the teachers’ association, He was active in the state 
association of mathematics teachers, and a3 assistant principal he still 
taueht two math courses, As a new administrator, his duties were 
restricted to enforcing the school’s attendance rules and observing 
teachers, and he did not especially like either of them. “Hey,” he said, 
“if this is all there is to the job, they can have it, Unless | get to be 
principal, [wall have to seriaualy consider going back to being a math 
teacher,” 

There were aspects of the job he seemed to enjoy. “I've been in this 
building since it opened,” he said, “but I never saw anyone but math 
teachers in class. Some of the people [ thought were pood teachers are 
terrible. I can’t belicve how they ect by on their reputations. They 
have everybody fooled. We gotta try to help these people. | was bored 
out of my mind after forty-two minutes. How ean the kids stand it 
for a whole year?” 

Some of the teachers were less than enthusiastic about the help 
Silverman could give them in the classroom, He observed Paul De 
Paro’s Western civilization elective, The students were role playing a 


156 SOO Spies A YEAR 


fictionalized sixteenth-century debate. All the students had been as- 
signed the roles of historic characters, and had spent several days in 
the library researching their parts. “The mext day,” Paul said, “Silver- 
man teld me he really liked the class. He said that the students who 
played Henry VIL and the popes did a good job, but that Martin 
Luther King seemed “not to be invelved.’ | told him that it was four 
hundred years before Martin Luther King’s birth. | didn’t want his 
observation repert te come back and embarrass him. He's my friend, 
but I can’t see how he’s going to help me in the classroom.” 

The teachers liked Silverman. He was one of them, even if he now 
Wore a jacket and tie every day, as Szabo had requested. He had a 
reputation as a good math teacher, and although he was not known 
as a scholar ar someone with a great understanding oF curriculum, he 
was hardworking and one of the school’s major boosters, Most of the 
teachers thought he could be trusted not to change the school too 
much, and that he understood the problems of teaching. The teachers 
also knew he had Friends on the board of education. As the board 
president of Webster's K-68 district, Silverman knew all the members 
of the Oldham—-Webster Regional High Schoo] District. They shared 
cummon problems and attended the same conventions. At the previ- 
ous national convention of school] boards held in San Francisco, Silver- 
man had dinner with several members of the Oldham board. 
Silverman and the president of the board denied they had discussed 
the principalship, but Dr. Szabo, the superintendent, was suspiciaus. 

szabo believed that Silverman would eventually become a good 
principal, but that he would make a great many mistakes due to his 
lack of administrative experience, Szabo favored an outsider as his first 
choice, and only reluctantly endorsed Silverman when his candidate 
refused the job, reportedly because the salary was not high enough. 

The teachers did not formally line up behind either of the two 
assistant principals. Each had his supporters, and there were thase 
teachers, though a minority, who favored bringing in someone with 
Fresh ideas from outside the district. The teachers demanded to be part 
of the selection process. Paul De Faro and Mike Flynn circulated a 
petition that was signed by three-fourths of the teachers and sent to 
Dr, Szabo. The petition asked for active teacher involvement in the 
recruitment and selection of candidates, but Szabo promised only to 
allow the teachers to interview the candidates after the field had been 
narrowed to three Hnalists. Teachers would not be given an opportu- 
nity to establish a job description, conduct initial screenings of camdi- 
dates, of contact the candidates’ employers or the teachers who 
worked under them. 
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“That's great! said Paul De Faro sarcastically. “After they've 
culled all of those with good ideas, we can choose between Tweed- 
ledum and Tweedledec!”’ 

The selection of a new principal would not take place until fall. Dr. 
Szabo would officially serve as acting principal during the summer 
months while the decision was being made. During that time, Silver- 
man was recovering fram a heart attack and coronary bypass surgery, 
Brandt was still on the job, and unhappy. “They wouldn't even give 
me the courtesy of serving as acting principal,” he said, obviously hurt 
by the snub. 

While most of the teachers supported the appointment of Silver- 
man, they had largely been excluded from decision making in the 
district, and they were frustrated by it. They did not have official 
contact with the board, and they felt that the superintendents were not 
adequately representing their views to board members, Some people 
in the school thought this was not an accident. One of the social 
studies teachers who had a master's degree in political science and 
served as the elected mayor of a nearby town said: “It’s difficult to give 
the Feachers a chance te be heard and then disregard what they say. 
That's tricky, It's hard to disregard people after you've heard them. It’s 
easier to pive them no voice.""* 


COACHING 


Jim Donegan, the newly appointed director of athletics (AD), had an 
office, a telephone with outside lines, and student assistants to help 
him with his paperwork. Jim taught two classes a day, one fewer than 
the superviser of his department, and two fewer than the coordinater 
of student activities,? On Jim's note stationery was a two-inch-high 
likeness of a male athlete dressed in shorts. The athlete held aloft a 
torch and a laurel wreath, and he was standing on an open book under 
which was inscribed the matta “To Excel in Both Body and Mind." 


1Dr. Seabe developed 2 Faculty liaison committee to discuss districtwide problems. Teachers had 
ha legidlative authecity, and they weed the ceeetimgs largely to complain. For example, they 
wanted bo Know why bus ciucnber six is always late: why kids are loitering im the Inalle; why 
there is no help from the psychiatric secoal weerker,” 

Atene building level, ihe CMdham teachers served on one permanent commilber which was 
advisory to the principal, the Daily Operstions Committee, abbreviated DOA. “DOA is a pod 
name For i" famplained aoe pliysical education teacher, “dead un arrival, Muthing ouch pues 
en there,” Doring the year the cormminee dealt with dhe probler of the flies in the faculty rear, 
the shortage of salt and peoper in the faculty coom, and they complained that the yellow chalk 
was messter than the white chalk. 


Vitter tee years on the jab, jim Wonegan claimed that board members had suggested ta him that 
if he warded ta, de cowld be relieved of all teaching aasignarerits. 
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Donegan claimed, “Athletics are incredibly important to a high 
school, IF you asked every kid who ever graduated from this high 
school to name the ten teachers who they identify with the school, | 
bet 90 percent of them would name the football coach, Look what 
happens every Thanksgiving: The graduates come back and crowd 
around the coaches. The coaches are very important people in a high 
school kid's life. Sperts are one of the few things that the teachers and 
the kids can participate in together. You can’t underestimate the im- 
portance af sports in public schools,” 

I first met Jim Donegan in the board office while I was waiting to 
be interviewed by Dr. Szabo, Jim was Oldham’s varsity baskethall 
coach. He had just been appointed the new AD, and he was pleased 
and in an expansive mood. Jim had been teaching at Oldham for six 
years, and at thirty-one he was younger than the head football coach, 
the saccer caach, and his assistant basketball coach, Jim had played 
basketball in high school and college, and despite a few additional 
pounds, he still played in evening leagues and regularly scrimmaged 
apainst his players. He was graduated from Susquehanna University, 
and he had recently completed a master’s degree in education at Buck- 
nell University. 

Donegan viewed the pasition of athletic director as a super coach 
over all the interscholastic activities of the school. It was a visible 
position, and Jim's name appeared on the school’s letterhead. The 
athletic director had major budgetary responsibility; it was his job to 
approve requests For new uniferms, travel, and equipment; he had to 
deal with vendors, bus companies, sporting goods dealers, other ath- 
letic directors, and coaches. The athletic director had a more varied 
job than any teacher in the school, and he was less regulated by the 
bell schedule. 

“T've been on school time all my life,” he said. “I got tired of cating 
at exactly 11:57. Now, | can do my work and eat when I'm hungry. 
This. job gave me the opportunity to break out of the routines of 
teaching, and to deal more with adults. I was lucky to get out of the 
classroom before I got tired of it.” 

Jim enjoyed the students, but like most of the teachers, he admitted 
that he did not like spending his entire day in the students’ world, As 
AD, Jim found a way to be relieved of classroom assignments, interact 
more with adults, and pain new experiences. He claimed that the job 
was more “business oriented” than other teaching positions, and like 
most other young teachers in the building, Jim Donegan mentally 
entertained a career change that would allow him to exit from 
public school teaching. Pe saw the work he did as athletic director as 
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helping to prepare him for a job in athletic administration at the 
college level. 

According to Donegan, when the position ef athletic director 
opened up, several board members had suggested that he apply. The 
former AD, who was also the head wrestling coach, had left the district 
to take another public school job. There were no other inside candi- 
dates, and according to Jim, only one person from outside the district 
had applied. Unlike every other position in public schools, no state 
certificate was needed to be athletic director or coach. 

“Tlooked at the job as a challenge,” Jim said, “but there were other 
reasons that | applied for it. | was worried about losing some of the 
freedom [ enjoyed as a coach. For example, ] could come in here during 
the suimumer and open up the gym for my players, and we could work 
out. | was afraid that if a new AD came in, I could lose some of that 
freedom. 

“Tt's a very important position in the school. The coaches and the 
kids know that I can help therm. I can get things done for them. I get 
to see the kids in a nonclassroom setting for long periods of time, and 
we get to know cach other. Being the AD is very different than being 
the coach. As the coach, | am intent on winning and competing. As the 
AD, lam in a more helping role, | help the coaches, [| help the kids, 
The ADs that I have met are more understanding people than coaches, 
It's really a nice job and a nice role to play.” 

Jim was considered to be ideal for the job of AD by the administra- 
tors and coaches. He had been an athlete; he knew what it was like 
to be competitive; he had paid his dues, they said. Jim was also a 
straight arrow. A married man, he did not smoke and rarely drank, Tle 
said he had never experimented with drugs, although he had attended 
an in-state urban high school where drugs were not uncommon. Jim 
often repeated a story about his first encounter with marijuana in high 
achool: He was in one of the boys’ lavatories and he neticed stranpe- 
amelling smoke coming from one of the stalls, He looked inside, and 
Found two students smoking marijuana, They offered him some, but 
he said that he was shocked and offended, and he ran out. “ly whole 
life was sports. | couldn't see messing it up by fooling around with 
drugs. It just wasn’t for me.” 

Tt was left to the athletic director to select coaches. By school 
policy, all coaching positions were considered open at the beginning 
of every year. Teachers were asked to apply for any coaching position 
for which they felt qualifed. Although I had met apphed for the 
varsity wrestling position, | believed the promise [ had made ta Dr. 
Szabo during my job interview stil obligated me, Donegan tou 
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thought the job was mine. During the first social studies department 
mocting of the year, he told me that if | wanted to, I could start work- 
ing Out with the wrestlers after school. | protested that it was only 
late September, and wrestling season did not begin until November. 

“You're right,” he said. “This isn't really practice. Officially, prac- 
tice can’t begin until] November rst. These are workouts, informal 
workouts, The basketball teams work out now, but we can share the 
gym with you, if you want to,” 

I told Jim that I could wait until the official start of the season, | 
was not interested in starting early, although it was common practice 
for high school athletic teams to begin before the official start of the 
acason. Sometimes they were called “workouts” im which all students 
were invited to participate under the direction of a coach. Sametimes 
they were called “captains’ practices” in which the elected team cap- 
tains led the practice without the coaches. If was a violation of the 
state athletic rules, but tt was considered a very minor infraction by 
most school athletic directors, and thought to be necessary for condi- 
tioning and team morale 

Jim knew by my response that | lacked the enthusiasm he wanted 
ina coach. Despite the deal ] had made with Dr. Szabo, coaching was 
never mentioned to me again. If [ did not want ta coach and promise 
to do it with commitment and energy, Jim Donegan did not want me 
on his sta. If Thad known it was that easy to get out of coaching, | 
would have told him earlier about my lack of interest. Jim Donegan 
was a direct person with subordinates. He tald me that he did not want 
anyone coaching whe did not have a very strong desire to coach, but 
he did mot resent me for it, and we were able to develop an easy 
working Telationship as teachers. 

Jim approached Gus Poulos and asked him to apply for the head 
coaching spot in wrestling. Gus had been one of the assistant coaches 
during the past two years. He knew how to coach, and he felt that he 
needed the job because he was being considered for tenure, and coach- 
ing could make him look more valuable to the district. “I was told 
when | first got here, ‘Don't quit coaching until you get tenure,” " Gus 
said, “Tt's not enough that you teach all day. The board wants te know 
what else you can do. Believe me, the fifteen hundred dollars | get 
doesn’t begin to compensate me for my time.* 1 don't have the enthusi- 
asm For it, but | need the job.” 


‘Aceordiiag to tha quaches’ salary guide, the athletic director's salary ranged frem $2,500 ty 
$4,200, The head football ooach’s salary ranged from $1,700 to $2.700, and the boy's basketball 
conch, the girl's basketball coach, and the head verestling coach could earn between $1,100 and 
$E200 a year. Less money was earned by the coaches in baseball, scccer, field hockey, saftkall, 
pvonnastics, lacrosse, track, crosa county, beniia, anc golf, 
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There were aspects of coaching Gus enjoyed. “It's challenging,” he 
said. “T like to compete, and I like to have my teams compete against 
bigger and supposedly tougher schools. | also like to compete against 
other adults, and coaching gives you the opportunity to match your- 
self against other coaches. You plan; you scheme; you practice; and at 
the end of a match, you know if you've won or lost. In teaching you 
never know what you've accomplished.” 

There were poor practice Facilities for the wrestling team. A winter 
sport, wrestling traditionally had to share space with the basketball 
teams, and since the inclusion of women’s teams in the athletic con- 
stellation, few high schools had enough room in the gymnasium to 
sive to wrestlers. As it was, practices For the basketball teams had to 
be coordinated sequentially to accom modate the three boys" teams and 
the two girls’ teams. The wrestlers were forced to practice in a double 
classroom on the social studies wing. Every evening after school, all 
the desks had to be removed, the sliding partition between the rooms 
had to be opened, and the wrestling mats had to be drageed in. After 
practice, the process was reversed, and every morning traces oF sweat 
and oil af wintergreen still hung in the air. 

(sus had a sense of theatrics about his coaching, On the evening 
of a tough home match against a local rival, (sus arranged a prematch 
show. He had the gymnasium lights dimmed, and his wrestlers ran 
inte the darkened gym with the hoods up on their warmup jackets. 
They formed a circle, and a spotlight Focused on a senior boy, the team 
manager, who was formally dressed in black tie amd tails. He solemnly 
walked to the center of the circle of wrestlers, and to the delight of the 
Oldham fans, he gave his best effort at the national anthem, It was a 
very spectacular opening, but (sus was not able to choreograph the rest 
of the evening as eHectively, and the Oldham High School wrestling 
team lost badly. Oldham had a few good wrestlers, and it was obvious 
from watching them that Gus and his assistant, Sal, the physics 
teacher, had taught sound wrestling principles. But wrestling requires 
an ageressiveness and a physical combativeness that were uncommon 
among Oldham students. It is not a sport for the polite and well- 
behaved. 

Gus was obviously keyed up for the match. He paced the sidelines 
encouraging his wrestlers, and he remained intent on every match 
even after it was mathematically obvious that Oldham could not win. 
The match ended at 10 pt. It would be nearly 10:30 before the last 
wrestler left the locker room and Gus could go home. He did not arrive 
at the house he rented until eleven, and although he had missed 
dinner, he could not eat; he said the first bite of food he took felt like 
astone in his knotted stomach. Gus had put in a sixteen-hour dav. It 
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would be well into the morning before he fell asleep. The next day he 
had to get up before 6 a.m. teach five classes, console his team, go over 
the match they lost, and practice for the next one, 

(sus Poulos was awarded tenure, The extent to which his coaching 
affected the tenure decision could not be determined, but Gus knew 
at the very least it did not hurt. He enjoyed coaching and working with 
the students, but he said he could no longer put up with the “tension” 
and the feeling that his work was “unrewarded." He had made up his 
mind not to coach the following year, but he would not officially 
announce it until the fall. According to state law he had to teach for 
three years and a day to be tenured, and he did not want his chances 
hurt by a premature announcement. 

Coaching was 2 tough job, and several of the coaches complained 
about the pressures they were under. Jim Donegan said that many of 
the parents had very high expectatians for their children, and they 
often made unrealistic assessments of the children’s athletic talents. 
He complained of phone calls from parents asking why their son or 
daughter was mot playing. He said: “There are three things that the 
parents in this community want for their children: academic success, 
athletic success, and social acceptance.” 

Donegan said the parents were more than willing to intercede with 
the school or the coaches to secure these things for their children, “We 
get a lot of business people and executives up here who are used to 
wielding influence. The parents are used to solving problems [or their 
children, and the kids are used to saying ‘my mother will call you,’ or, 
“my Father will call you" when they have a problem. It's natural for the 
parents to call up on behalf of the kid in the areas they feel are 
important.” 

Donegan claimed that it would have been a social stigma to ask his 
parents for help when he was in high school, but he knew it was part 
of the social system in Oldham. “I was sick for part of one basketball 
season, and | lost my starting position to a black guy,” Jim said. “My 
father asked me if he should call the coach and explain te him that | 
was sick, but now [ was back and healthy, and maybe [ could start 
again, | said absolutely not. That was not the way that I wanted to get 
my position back, People wouldn't have thought that it was right to 
put pressure on a coach like that. Here, it's a way of life,” he said, 
Without any apparent resentment. 

‘The jayvee and freshman coaches claimed to experience the least 
pressure from parents, There was less notoriety, fewer fans, and more 
pleasure, according to the coaches. “I feel like I really teach these kids 
sound fundamentals and good sportsmanship,” the freshman basket- 
ball coach told me. “Ike's really a pleasure to work with these kids. We 
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work hard; we play hard; but we have a good time. After a game, the 
kids always come up to me and shake my hand, enjoy coaching them; 
they're terrific kids. ] enjoy being around them. I drive them to athletic 
events all over the place, and | really enjoy their company. [’ve been 
lucky. Pve had a lot of good athletes and a lot of really nice kids. 1] have 
no desire to coach basketball at a higher level.” 

The girls’ softball coach, the field hockey coach, and the freshman 
Football coach seemed to enjoy themselves more than the boys’ varsity 
coaches. Watching the girls’ varsity softball team play a game on the 
day of the Oldham junior prom, I noticed that the shortstop had her 
haic in rollers, and | teased the coach and asked him if ome of his 
players was ‘out of uniform.” He dismissed my question with a smile 
and a wave of the hand, “This is terrific,” he said. '] used to coach 
wrestling and football, but it got ta be too intense after a while, This 
is Fun, the way it should be. I teach some fundamentals; we laugh and 
clown around; we have a good time.” 

Jim Donegan believed the school asked more from coaches than 
it did fram teachers. "First of all," he said, “coaches and ADs are not 
tenured, They can be fired after any period of service, There is abso- 
lutely mo security in these posttions.” He also noted that coaches 
perform in frant of hundreds of spectators, including many adults, 
and he said: “Teachers would be terrified to teach in such a situation, 
to have all their teaching scrutinized and second guessed by aclults. 
It's unbelievable the amount of criticism coaches are subjected to. 
Teachers are insulated in their classrooms; coaching is done in the 
open.” 

Basketball and football were the two most popular sports in the 
school. Jim Denegan’s basketball team typically did well in the confer- 
ence, amid they usually WOH d game or two in the state tournament at 
the end of the season before losing to larger urban schools. There were 
disclaimers attached tu the teams” successes and Donegan’s coaching: 
Some people said that the teams won primarily because Oldham was 
the largest school in the conference and therefore had the largest pool 
of players From which to select. Others said that Donegan was a pood 
coach at this level, in this league, but he would have to stay at a place 
like Oldham and could never move up to college coaching because he 
had no history of coaching black players. Despite the criticisms, the 
team and the coach seemed satisHed, amd the schoo] and the commu- 
nity were more than satished with them, 

The same could not be said of the football team. The football coach 


"in 1985 the girls’ softball team won the state championship, and the coach was memed softhull 
“coach of the year" by dhe Gale's mason hewepd per. 
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was in bus late thirties and had coached for sixteen years, but he was 
not doing well in the conference. His offense had trouble scoring 
points, and parents and fans claimed his play selection was so pedes- 
trian and predictable that they were able to call nearly every play from 
the stands, To make matters worse, three sons of school board mem- 
bers were on the team, and the board members were known to be very 
critical of the coach, 

“Weah, [was under a lot of pressure,” he admitted, “They said that 
they knew my oHense, and this and that. They don’t realize what kind 
of talent im dealing with. You have to keep the offense simple so that 
the kids can execute.” 

Seme of his former players admitted that his play calling was 
simplistic, and his game strategies were not very elaborate, but they 
were universally enthusiastic about him. He was considered to be a 
great coach for whom to play. He loved the game, and he loved the 
kids. He scrimmaged with them in practice, and he made tackles with- 
gut pads. He encouraged them, teased them, wrestled with them and 
played with them. If he was less than a great tactician, the players 
forgave him and worked hard for him. The parents and some of the 
board members were not as forgiving, Cal Bullinger was asked to 
speak to the coach. “It was the most ridiculous thing in the world,” 
the coach said. “Here's this tall, skinny gawk who played in the band 
asking me why | called this play on third down. | asked him if he 
understood the veer offense we were running. He says, “No.” lask him 
what play he would have called, and he says, “That's not the point.” 
[walked out of his office.” 

The football coach was certain that the board members had put Cal 
up to it, and Cal admitted that “perhaps there was excessive board 
concern about athletics.” The problem was ameliorated by a winning 
season. C)pen criticisms of the coach subsided, and there was less talk 
about him losing his job, He appeared to relax. It had been a tough 
time for him, and tt was not until well after the seasom had ended that 
I could ask him about it. 

Other coaches reported that several members of the board of edu- 
cation were consumed by athletics. “They certainly seem to be more 
interested in athletics than academics,” said one of the coaches. “One 
guy on the board calls every ance in a while and complains about 
different things, who's playing, who's not, that sort of thing. One time 
he kept me on the phone for over an hour complaining about another 
[Oldham] coach. Some of them are frustrated jocks whe have never 
wanted to give up their involvement with sports.” 

Another coach likened them to George Steinbrenner, the principal 
owner of the New York Yankees. “They think that they own the 
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teams,” he said. “They call me up, question what I do. I'm sure that, 
at times, they'd fire me on the spot if they could.” 

All the coaches and the athletic director agreed that if a head coach 
was fired, it would be personally devastating. They said perhaps the 
person would stay on asa teacher, but most likely he would try to find 
another coaching spot and resign, even if it meant giving up tenure. 
Some of the coaches admitted they taught so they could coach, 

Coaching provided many things the classroom could not, There 
were challenges, victories, and control over what you were doing and 
how you were doing it. Coaches were not as regulated by the bell 
schedule, and they had a powerful and intimate relationship with 
students. “When there's two minutes to go in a close ball game,” said 
Jim Donegan, “and [ call a time out, I’m the most important person in 
the kids’ lives. It's a tremendous feeling that you just can’t get as a 
classroom teacher.” 

Donegan believed that in some ways his coaching was an extension 
of his teaching. Me claimed that you get a chance to do the things you 
would like to do as a teacher: spend more time with kids, work indi- 
vidually with kids, pear instruction toward the needs of the kids, and 
share real emotions with them. He said he would like his players to 
evaluate him as they would a teacher.“ At the end of four years in high 
schoal, ] would like someone to ask my players “Who was the best 
teacher you had in high scheol?’ and ] want some of them te say it was 
my basketball coach. That’s how ] would judge my success as a coach, 
I really believe that.” 

One of the football coaches passed around an article written by a 
professional athlete which eredited the athlete’s high school coach 
with being one of the most influential people im his life. “Look at this,” 
the coach said, “This guy says that his coach kept him away From 
drugs, and crime... and made him what he is today. Can you do that 
in your social stuclies class?” 

While the impact of coaches on students was arguable, their influ- 
ence in the community was not. They were clearly the most recognized 
teachers in the school. The head coaches were quoted in the local 
newspapers and interviewed on the radio, They had fame ane notori- 
ety that engendered a great deal of jealausy among teachers whose 
major accomplishments and successes were known only to them and 
their students. When the head baseball coach was denied tenure as a 
classroom teacher it was not reported in the main section of the local 
paper, but the sports section contained a story and his photograph 
under the caption, “Oldham Coach Fired.” 

“Can you imagine that?’ asked Paul De Faro, glancing at the 
headline. “It's as though his work as a teacher was not important. It 
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looks as though we fired a popular coach for no reason. | wonder what 
kind of dumb jock they'll hire to replace him. What do we need? A 
baseball coach? A track coach?" 

The social studies department was home to more coaches than any 
other department in the school. There were nine full-time faculty 
members in the department, and among them they coached eight 
aperts. Jim Donegan was a member of the department, as were the 
varsity baseball coach, who also coached football; the varsity wrestling 
coach: the coach for the freshman basketball and baseball teams: and an 
assistant track coach, When Troy volunteered to coach the girls’ soccer 
team, he confused the members of the department. Tray had par- 
ticipated in high school sports, but claimed that he did not like the 
hostile competition they engendered. He also believed, and expressed 
openly, that the social studies department had been saddled with too 
many jacks. "Dr. Szabo thinks that social studics is a dumping ground 
for coaches,” Troy told me. “Every year | recommend certain individu- 
als to him for a teaching position, and often they are rejected because 
we need a line coach or a weight coach for the track team. There aren’t 
many highly qualified individuals out there, and it makes it very 
difficult when we have to nd a good social studies teacher whe can 
coach too.” 

Paul De Faro was the only member of the department who had 
never coached, and he claimed that he never intended to. “Thev have 
to stop looking at this department as second class. If they need new 
coaches, hire more gym teachers.” 

The teachers agreed that it was very hard to be a good teacher and 
a good coach, Most teachers believed coaches neglected the classroom 
during their coaching season, and because 40 percent of the Oldham 
teachers coached at least one sport, the cumulative neglect of teaching 
responsibilities may have been considerable. 

lim Donegan disapreed. He said coaching pave teachers mew in- 
sights into their students which enabled them to be more cHective in 
the long run, Donegan admitted certain subjects (he used chemistry as 
anexample) required an unusual amount of preparation, and that head 
coaches should come most often from the physical education depart- 
ment, but he allowed that they could also be social studies teachers 
with little harm to the students. One of the teachers claimed Donegan 
probably slighted his own students during the basketball season, “T 
walked into his class one day to ect something. There he was at the 
front of the room, copying notes on the board from some review book, 
When he saw me, he secreted the book in his top drawer. Now tell me, 
is that good teaching?” 
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There was a division among the male teachers between jocks and 
the nonjocks. The nonjocks thought the jacks were dumb, and the 
jocks thought the nonjocks were pretentious. “The coaches have to be 
the dumbest people in the schoal,” claimed a teacher who did not 
coach, “Qne of the football coaches just came up to me and asked, 
‘Hey, that guy the kids read in English class, J. 1). Salinger, VWWasn't he 
in Kennedy's cabinet?’ And this guy is a teacher on the same pay scale 
that T am!” 

The male and Ferale teachers who did not coach resented the 
privileged status and recognition aHorded the coaches. “lt is just as 
hard te direct the plays as it is te coach football,” claimed one of the 
teachers, “but there is only a fraction of the salary and recognition 
given to nonathletic activities. The band has to raise money to help 
pay for their uniforms. Could you imagine the football team being 
forced to do the same thing?” 

“TE the board of education were as interested in academics and 
innevation as they are in athletics, maybe this school would be a more 
interesting place to work,” added an English teacher who did not 
coach. 

While some of the teachers believed the school was placing too 
much emphasis on sports, Jim Donegan did not. “There's ne averem- 
phasis on athletics in this school,” he argued, “We're doing what the 
guciety wants us to,” he said. “You can argue that there is an overem- 
phasis on athletics in the society, but the schools only reflect the 
society, and the society values athletics more than it does academics. 
More people can appreciate athletics. The schools will never cmpha- 
size academics until the society does... ." 

Donegan also believed that those whe did not coach were jealous 
of the ¢oaches" celebrity and popularity with the students, “The 
nonjocks are envious of our recognition and the enjoyment we get 
from coaching,” claimed Donegan. “Everyone wants to be one of the 
guys, and coaching makes you one of the guys. I personally enjoy 
the camaraderie of the coaches. We relax and enjoy each other's 
company. lt’s being a regular guy, and most people just want to be a 
repular puy.” 

The split between the jocks and the nonjocks was one of the 
defining characteristics of the school, Sports were among the few 
things ever discussed in a serigus manner, especially by the male 
teachers, Regardless of their subject field, the men spoke with more 
knowledge and enthusiasm about sports than any other topic. Teach- 
ing was rarely discussed. New books were seldom mentioned, and 
conversations about content areas were infrequent, but every dav 
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there were discussions and arguments about sports. If you did not keep 
up with the current athletic season, you could net participate in much 
of the daily interactions of the majority of the male teachers, Teachers 
listened to radio talk shows about sports, they read sporls magazines 
and the Sperting News, and they kept up with local, regional, and na- 
tional teams. The faculty room was typically littered with newspapers. 
There were local papers, The Mew Yore Times, a state paper, and several 
of New York City’s more lurid tabloids. It was not uncommon te find 
most of the papers left open to the sports section. It was the strongest 
link among the male teachers in a school in which the males clearly 
dominated. 

Coaching could make teachers inte celebrities. Mike Werge was a 
very good teacher, but his greatest notoriety came as an assistant track 
coach, Mike was neta track athlete in high school or college, but he 
had read a few books and talked with a few knowledpeable track 
people, and he believed he knew as much about the sport as most high 
school coaches. “Track is a very easy sport to coach,” he said. “At the 
high school level there really isn’t that much to it.” 

Mike became embroiled in an argument with a rival coach about 
some alleged unethical tricks the coach had usec during a meet. One 
of Oldham’s better track athletes ran the 4800 meter event. The rival 
coach used a “rabbit” to lure the Oldham runner into a detrimentally 
rapid pace. The rabbit began the race with a sprinter’s speed, and the 
Oldham runner panicked and tried to keep up. The rabbit eventually 
dropped out after 400 meters, and the exhausted Oldham runner was 
easily passed by another runner from the other scheol. Oldham went 
on fo lase the meet, and the ather team later won a state title, Mike 
had become angry at the track meet and confronted the coach. The 
usually calm, mild-mannered teacher had gotten into a heated argu- 
ment. Most of the male teachers wanted Mike to tell the story and 
explain his point of view. His presence in the faculty roam was greeted 
with a greater interest and curiosity than he had ever received as a 
teacher. He downplayed his notoriety. “It's just the end of the year, 
Teachers need something new to talk about,” he said. 

In some ways the incident bothered Mike. He knew that no matter 
how well he taught, he would never be interviewed by the local 
newspapers, He would mot get on the local radio shows, and he would 
not be the talk of the Faculty roam. Board members would not call him 
to discuss his classroom teaching strategies. Coaching could afer fac- 
ulty those things that were denied them in the classroom: control, a 
sense of accomplishment, competition, camaraderie, and recognition. 
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SUMMARY AND 
CONCLUSIONS 


It seemed as if one day we were teaching classes, preparing tests and 
marking papers, and the next day, without warning, the students were 
gone, the halls were empty, and there were suddenly no more papers 
to grade. In reality, the end had not been that abrupt or unheralded. 
The school year wound down gradually. The beginning of the end 
came when seniors received their acceptance letters From colleges in 
the early spring; if was hastened by the warm weather, class picnics, 
proms, and celebrations, In May, a senior boy draped a banner along 
the side of his car that read, “Let's Party!” 

The seniors’ attitudes quickly infected the whole school. Every 
sunny day, my students begged me to hold class on the lawn. They 
were less willing to do any work, The pace of the classroom had 
slowed down, and less material was covered, Most classes offered only 
a suggestion of the academic demands that had been placed on stu- 
dents in the fall. By June, the temperature in the school was offen 
above eighty degrees. VWe all wore shorts, perspired, and looked for- 
ward to the summer, Up and down the corridors, teachers were issuing 
their final threats: “Listen up, people. According to my calendar, we 
still have two weeks of school left! | know it’s hot, but this stuff is 
important, and it's going to be on the final. If you don’t pay atten- 
tion... 2" 

Many af the teachers capitulated to the students’ end-of-year 
attitudes. “You have to work them like hell for the first three marking 
periods,” a math teacher told me. “After that, it’s all downhill. You're 
better off to go with the flow and enjey it.” 

Willa Green would have none of that. She had heard that the 
seniors were planning to take a day oH from school, pile into cars, and 
head for the Jersey shore. Willa headed off the illegal event by an- 
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nouncing that her final exam would be given in class on senior “cut 
day,” and she vowed 1o change the date of the final to coincide with 
any Future rescheduling. ¥Villa taught A-level seniors, and they did 
not want to jeopardize graduating by failing English. They cursed and 
moaned, but they did not cut. Willa told us that no one had been 
absent on the day of her final, and she urged the rest of us to “uphold 
academic standards.” 

The school had te depend on the voluntary compliance of the 
students more than ever. Although they could threaten to fail an 
underclassman for the year or withhold a senior’s diploma, or bar a 
student from graduation, administrators were understandably reluc- 
tant to make good on these threats, and they were left with little power 
to control behavier. “We're hanging on by our fingernails in June,” 
sdid Larry Silverman, “You just hold your breath and hope that noth- 
ing happens,” 

Nothing happened, The school year ended gently if not spectacu- 
larly. Discipline was good; attendance was not bad. Although the 
photocopying machine broke down several times, it was quickly re- 
paired each time, and we were all able to duplicate copies of our final 
exams. Willa Green complained to Troy Thayer that I did not include 
an essay on my freshman final. Troy told me that | should always 
include an essay question, even if I did not read the answers carefully. 
We said poodby to students and wished graduating seniors well. We 
cleaned up the roams; emptied the desks; and took the decorations 
down from the walls. Before we could pick up our final paychecks, the 
faculty had to have a checkout sheet signed by the librarian, the 
audiovisual coordinator, and three secretaries. Teachers submitted 
prade books to their department supervisors. The supervisors made 
sure they conformed to school policy, and held ante them in case a 
parent questioned a grade during the summer. There was a polite 
Faculty party at the end of the year. We wished each other a pleasant 
summer, and went our separate ways. 

In June 1984, | was an invited speaker at the Oldham High School 
commencement. In my address | praised good teachers, and I encour- 
aped the graduating seniors to consider teaching as a career. | told them 
that as recently as 1970, nearly 25 percent of college freshmen were 
enrolled in a course of studies that would lead them to certification as 
teachers, By 1980, | said, fewer than 5 percent were enrolled in such 
pregrams, and many of those who had dropped out of the pool of 
potential teachers were the bright, talented people necded to make 
scheols work, Despite my invitation for others to become public 
school teachers, | had decided to return te the university. Two years 
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at Oldham had been enough to remind me ef both the pleasures of 
teaching high school students and the difficulty of doing it well. 

By the end of my second year of teaching at the high school | was 
no longer an outsider; |] had beeorme part of the school. Formal and 
informal signals from the faculty and administrators indicated that my 
behavior as a teacher was within the limits of acceptability. The Old- 
ham—Webster Board of Fducation had offered me a new contract with 
no stipulations about coaching. The administration had asked me to 
conduct inservice workshops and school surveys. My department su- 
perviser had asked me to help with curriculum revision and curricu- 
lum articulation with the elementary and middle schools. Teachers 
invited me ta parties, asked for my opinion, argued with me, and 
shared both personal and professional preblems with me, I felt that I 
was part of the organization, and |] had been afforded the protection 
of the informal systems of the school, For example, on the day | had 
been observed by two members of the board of education, | was given 
ten minutes’ advance notice by a colleague who had seen them in the 
main office and had heard an administrator loudly announce their 
Purpose, 

Iwas an insider, one of the teachers. [ learned the joys, problems, 
and seerets of working in a public high school. [ experienced the 
routines, pressures, and the the occasional emergencies that character- 
ized the job, and 1 found out from the other teachers how to interpret 
them and contend with them. [ learned at firsthand how teachers view 
their work and what importance they gave to it. | grew to understand 
the nature of teaching as the teachers understood it, and I defined 
teaching as the teachers defined it. 


A DIFFICULT, DEMANDING JOB 


The Oldham teachers worked a seven and a half hour day; they were 
always busy in school, and typically they had to take work home every 
night and on weekends. It was not uncommon for English and social 
studies teachers to read, evaluate, correct, and prade three or four 
hundred pages of student writing a week. While [ spent hours on 
student papers every day, I read less during that year than any year 
of my adult life, Few teachers seemed to have the time to read much 
during the school year, and most admitted that they were able to 
“catch up” with current fiction only in the summer. Fewer seemed to 
delight in the literature of their subject or feel the necessity to keep 
current. 
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There never seemed to be enough time to prepare for classes, | was 
responsible for instruction in four subject areas, Many of my classes 
were hastily put together, and T often wondered how many content 
errors | made every day. 1 was always rushing around looking up 
information, searching for books and articles to photocopy. I had to 
preview films, videotapes, and simulation games. Tests had to be 
typed, collated, and graded, and there was no time to check their 
validity ar reliability, | had to keep track of the academic progress of 
125 students, and the psychological health of as many of them as |! 
cole. 

Teachers taught Ave classes, supervised students during their twa 
duty assignments, and had either twenty-one or forty-two minutes ta 
eat lunch, The four minutes between classes provided barely enough 
time to catch my breath, and none to plan, work, or talk with col- 
leanues. Every forty-two minutes a new group of students came spill- 
ing inte the room, filling up the seats and the silence, and I was on 
again. 

Nagging clerical chores consumed my free period and lunch period: 
There were attendance Forms to complete, cut slips to check, discipline 
follow-ups, makeup tests, lesson plans, and photocopying. There were 
college recommendations to write, progress reports to All out, report 
card grades to enter, and there always scemed to be a new Form to 
complete Far the school, the district, or the state. There were ne faculty 
workragms, no fle cabinets, and no office space, The one typewriter 
to which [had access was shared by the language department and the 
social studies department, and each of the seventeen teachers had to 
do his or her own typing. 

Llearned that it was not possible for teachers to assign as muuch 
work as they thought necessary because there was not enough time to 
read papers, grade tests, provide extra help, or assist individual stu- 
dents. The brightest students admitted they were not working very 
hard, and the slower students felt they were being cheated. Teachers 
were unable to give all but the most insistent students the attention 
they needed, and both guidance counselors and teachers admitted that 
a few students received a disproportionate share of their time. 

“lost teachers seemed to encourage passive behavior in the class- 
room. Despite the efforts of seme administrators and supervisors, 
lecture and discussion were the primary modes of classroom teaching, 
and student learning was limited by how fast the teachers could talk 
and how much the students could remember. Perhaps it was the only 
way in which adults were able to accommodate the greater numbers 
and higher energy level of adolescents. Observing teachers and stu- 
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dents, one could not help but conclude that Oldham High subscribed 
to the notion that learning meant quictly sitting in class and listening 
to teachers. 

While teachers worked hard, they were rarely sure of their accom- 
Plishments. Measures of student content attainment, where they ex- 
isted, were of questionable validity. Teachers could not be sure of the 
extent to which they met their content, skill, or attitude objectives. 
They could not demonstrate that the time and attention given to the 
academic side of teaching were well spent, and it served as another 
{tustration for the teachers. Too often, at the end of the school year 
they were left only with a vague sense of having done something 
worthwhile and a few thank yous from their students. 

Teachers and administrators believed the school was serving its 
students, and that the graduates had profited from their school ex peri- 
ence, but these assumptions were untested. The eferts of the pupil 
personnel department in gathering follow-up data on the graduates 
were not very productive, The head of the department told me that 
surveys Were sent to graduates one year after they had been graduated 
and again four years later. The response rate was very low (12 to 20 
percent}, and the data were not of much use. Some recent graduates 
complained that they had not received the surveys; others said the 
questions asked had not tapped their reservoir of comments and criti- 
cisms, and they chose not to respond. 


FEELING UNSUPPORTED AND VULNERABLE 


The school lacked an academic focus. No one occupied a position of 
responsibility for academic instruction analapous to the director of 
athletics or the coordinator of student activities. The teachers did not 
regard the administrators as either academic or instructional leaders, 
and the school lacked a cohesive curricula or an agreed-upon plan 
af instruction, The teachers concluded that the school was uncen- 
cerned about the quality of instruction, and they felt they were on 
their own. 

The loneliness of teaching is one of its most widely recognized 
characteristics (see Boyer, 1983; Lortic, 1975; Sizer, 1984). Teachers 
spent most of their working lives away from colleagues, supervisors, 
administrators or other adults. OF the 900 classes they taught each 
year, fewer than 1 percent were observed, and mast of those observa- 
tions were designed as critical evaluations. 

Teachers at Oldham, other than those teamed in the learning com- 
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munities, rarely discussed teaching.' The teachers had no mechanisms 
to resolve conflicts over curriculum or teaching styles, so they avoided 
them. Conversations about sports, new homes, television programs, 
automobile maintenance, and other practical matters were the social 
eluc that held the faculty together. Teachers could not determine 
policy or select the new principal; they could not tinker with the 
schedule or the teaching day, so they eomplained. Their conversations 
were typical of those who were without power in large organizations: 
irreverent, sometimes crude, and Glled with gossip and rumors. 

Left to their own devices, teachers defined the job independent of 
the goals of the school, and they associated only with those people 
who could share their interpretation of the job. Teaching was a highly 
personal enterprise, and teachers invested a great deal of themselves 
in their classes. The ways in which their roams were decorated, the 
arrangement of the desks, and their instructional styles were state- 
ments about the teachers’ personal beliefs about education. Some 
teachers did an extraordinary job cf charging their classes with life, 
enthusiasm For the subject, and respect for the students. There were 
truly exceptional teachers in every department. There were also those 
who confused teaching with entertaining, academic rigor with pedan- 
try, and discipline with Draconianism., 

The heterogeneity of the faculty was not due to a conscious effort 
to assemble a diverse group of teacher-scholars, an academic bulfct for 
students to sample. It was due to the insularity of the teachers, and 
to the nature of the field of education, which is sufficiently ambiguous 
ty allow everyone in and out of it ta define what constitutes good 
teaching and worthwhile learning. The diversity of the faculty was 
reinforced by the varied hiring practices of succeeding administra- 
tions, One superintendent may have Favered one type of teacher; his 
successor may have favored another, and there had been three district 
superintendents in the twelve-year history of the school. Every year 
new teachers were dumped into the faculty mixture and they had to 
nd sume place to fit. The result was a faculty that was less than a 
unified group working toward common goals and the solution of com- 
mon problems than sixty-six individuals each defining the jab person- 
ally, often united by little more than a common bell schedule. 


Unwnethnographac eludy of elerientary school teachers, MicPhersen (1972) bound that teachers 
rarely discussed teaching. Teachers were mel expected to boast about thelr soccessce im the 
Classroom Tsaude this implied that other teachers were bees successful. Teachers were not 
expected be complain abwwd classcgom problenis because this was seen as a sign wf vulnerability. 
Pi Plernoo alse noted that the enthitacin of mew teachers was jonbebed with indifference oe 
carcass. They were boll ehuct “innovative ideas” would not werk, and that they were better of 
eticking to the “ald methods.” 
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The bells defined the teachers’ working day: One bell signaled 
when you began a class, another when you ended it. Bells told you 
when to eat lunch; when you could have coffee; and when you could 
go to the lavatory. Administrators and supervisors said that good 
teaching was bell-to-bell teaching. Meet the students at the door; 
make sure they wet ta class on time; start teaching when the bel] rinjts; 
don’t stop teaching until you hear anather bell; never, never dismiss 
the students before the bell, 

The school existed as a minor academic island isolated from col- 
leges and universities and other high schools. There were no formal 
ties to private or state colleges or the state university. The only univer- 
sity faculty with whom the teachers had contact were those whe came 
in either for entrepreneurial ventures contracted with the board of 
education, or those who were conducting personal research from 
which the teachers could see no direct benefit, Unless teachers pursued 
graduate courses on their own time, they had only chance encounters 
with their academic discipline and the feld of education. 

The structure of the school further served to isolate the teachers 
by establishing the subject supervisors as intermediaries between the 
teachers and the administrators, The supervisors, who were appointed 
without faculty consultation, were charged with an impossible task; 
In addition to teaching three classes and supervising a school duty, 
they had to supervise as many as ten teachers in their departments. 
They had to be subject-matter specialists who were also aware of the 
latest teaching strategies, curriculum designs, and personnel manage- 
ment techniques. The administration expected them to be critical 
evaluators of teachers; teachers wanted them to be sympathetic col- 
leagues who helped them to improve as practitioners and scholars. It 
was inevitable that both teachers and administrators would Gnd the 
supervisors wanting. That the supervisors were tenured, and thereby 
locked inte their positions, further exacerbated the frustrations of the 
teachers and the administrators. 

Administrators seemed as concerned with order as they were with 
instruction. It was hard to determine if the students were learning 
anything; it was easier to tell if they had their feet on the library tables 
or if they were cutting, smoking, or running in the halls. There was, 
even in this calm, tranquil school, an administrative preoccupation 
with “keeping the lid on.” The emphasis on discipline maintenance 
procedures was based on the implicit assumption that if administrators 
and teachers were not vigilant, the barely controlled energy of adoles- 
cents would explode. Students had to be watched, checked, and re- 
minded of appropriate school behaviar, dress, and language. Students 
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were nat given very much Free time; they were kept busy and moving 
in the hope that this would keep them out of trouble. 

The administrators may have been locked into their roles as apoloa- 
eists for the school, and they were forced to ignore substantive school 
problems because they had to project the image that the school was 
functioning safely, cHficiently, and without conflict or dissent (see 
Cusick, 1983). When the search was underway to find a successor to 
Cal Bullinger, one of the teachers said, “We need a principal whe can 
shake this place up and deal with some of the problems, but we'll 
probably get another Dr, Pangloss who pretends that Oldham is the 
best of all possible worlds.” 

Teachers believed that the school treated them poorly. There was, 
in the working lives of teachers, a pattern of rudeness and miner 
insults that contributed te their sense of being undervalued, Classes 
were routinely interrupted; conferences with parents were scheduled 
without consultation; teaching was recognized only when it was un- 
satisfactory; the faculty room was dirty; and teachers could not on 
their own leave the building during the school day. “It’s hard to feel 
hke a professional,” ome teacher told me, “when you have to ask the 
Principal for permission to leave the schoo) in order to deposit a 
paycheck so your morigage payment won't bounce.” 

There were so many interactions with so many students in the 
course oF every school day that it was inevitable teachers would Gay 
something or do something that could get them inte trouble, My 
physical confrontation with Jeff, and the memo that was sent inad- 
vertently to the parents of Bobby Daria, were errors of judgment. My 
Failure to preview the videotape of fom Gof is Gun was an omission 
af teaching responsibility. But these actions were by no means rare or 
unusual. After each of these incidents, teachers came forward with 
similar stories about themselves and other members of the faculty. The 
teachers complained about their vulnerability, and their inability to 
resolve problems without administrative intervention. They advised 
me to avoid controversy and te cover myself at all times. When you 
teach 900 classes of adolescents a year, they said, there are bound to 
be problems. 


THE POLITICS OF CURRICULUM 


There is a body of literature which suggests that everything that goes 
on in schools is political, and the school curriculum is far more than 
the sum of the academic content (Apple, 1979; Giroux and Penna, 
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1979; Giroux, 1983; Young, 1971). Critical theorists? argue that schools 
are forces of social control which ensure that the dominant culture is 
prized, legitimated, and passed on through the social reality con- 
structed by teachers. Schoals are viewed as more than agencies which 
pass on academic knowledge and which socialize students toward the 
adoption of acceptable adult roles. Schools are seen as agencies of 
ideological control designed to reproduce and preserve the inequilies 
of society (Apple, 1979; Giroux, 1983). Schools, it is argued, teach 
students toa accept the social order as correct, and Force students to 
blame themselves for any inability ta succeed or advance. 

Since Plato, there has been an acknowledged link between the ideal 
state, the ideal citizen, and the type of schooling that is to produce 
citizens for the state. The mew literature sugmests that schools produce 
an aquiescence toward the dominant culture by creating a social reality 
af covert control. Through the school’s approaches to learning, course 
offerings, and tracking system, sume students learn that they are 
“dumb,” “stupid,” or unworthy (Henry, 1963; Rosenbaum, 1976), and 
they are grouped in vocational or manual skills tracks where they are 
programmed for a Future that will be less socially honored than those 
in the academie tracks. There is also evidence of an inherent class bias 
in the verbal interactions of teachers and students (Bernstein, 1971; 
Labov, 1972) in which the sons and daughters of the middle class 
receive an education which is different in substance and promise from 
that piven the children of the working classes (Anyon, 1941). The need 
for overt control of the society is obviated by schools which pass on 
an unquestioned view that society is functioning as it should (Apple, 
T979; Giroux, 1983), 

The establishment of ideological hegemony, the notion that the 
current order is working for everyone's best interest, is not found in 
the formal curriculum or in a process of scientific inquiry after truth, 
but in those things that are omitted (Bowers, 1984; Giroux, 1983}, the 
ways in which teachers speak to students (Anyon, 1981; Bernstein, 
1971; Labov, 1972), and the “hidden curriculum” of legitimation and 
class bias (Giroux and Penna, 1979), 

This new literature typically focuses on the unequal treatment 
given social classes and racial groups within schools. Although Old- 


The argument that kneeled is not neutral bul serves a political purpese which is constructed 
in part by the language and interactions of teachers amd students has been advanced by a mucnber 
oF curriculum thegrets in the United States (Apple, 197% Girous, 1993; Rarabel ated Halsey, 
LSP?) and by the “new sociologists of education in Creat Brilain (Young, 1871; Young and 
VWhatty, LO? 7). Critical reviews af the: “new sociology” can be Found in Geraine (1481), Aern- 
bani (1977), anal Hickox (1982). See Tanner and Tanner (1979) are Jackson (1980) for critical 
commeniary on the American Carciculun theorists. 
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ham was primarily a homogeneous, white, middle class community, 
the school did afford different treatment to different categories of 
students. Typical of secondary schools, success at Oldham was defined 
narrowly and restrictively. Success in physics and calculus was prized 
more than suceess in auto shop or home economics. There was not 
only a hierarchy ef honered courses, but ability groupings within the 
courses Further separated students. Nearly half of the students were 
in © or E-level courses, and the school believed the percentage should 
be higher. The administrators, supervisors, guidance counselors, and 
teachers claimed there were too many students in A-level courses who 
should not be there. 

There was different status ascribed to students who had been 
assigned to the various ability groups, and their labels followed them 
everywhere. The A and 11]-level students were prized, and most of the 
teachers admitted that they liked these students better than other 
students. Many of the teachers viewed the assignment to teach C and 
E-level students as punishment, For poor teaching, a teacher could be 
given lower-level students; for sued teaching, a teacher could be given 
honors classes to teach. Many of the teachers resented the C-level 
students. The A and H-level students were the major concern of the 
teachers, and although they constituted only 53 percent of the student 
bad vy, they received more than that share of Faculty attention and 
praise, Teachers and administrators liked C students who were rule- 
governed, docile, polite, and deferential, Commonly heard in teachers’ 
conversations were the expressions, “He isa C student, but a very nice 
kid. “She docs the work and doesn't cause any problems.” Although 
the content given the students in C classes may not have been appra- 
priate for them, the teachers expected these marginally academic stu- 
dents to accept it without complaint, The school’s curricular emphasis 
was on the A-level students. Wo one agreed on how C-level students 
should be taught or what content they should consider. Typically, 
C-level courses were watered-down versions of the A-level courses 
with shorter assignments, less provocative reading material, and lower 
expectations of the students. Less content was covered in these 
courses, and across disciplines, the lesis, with few exceptions, seemed 
to emphasize the memory of low-level factual information, 

Cn my first day as 4 teacher, the social studies department supervi- 
sor told me that the C students were a problem, but it was a problem 
few teachers discussed and few administraters tried to remedy, The C 
and E-level students knew that the schaol was not serving them. There 
was a stigma attached to being among those the school judged as less 
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deserving, and it resulted in the same tensions and group formations 
that Willis (1977) found in English secondary schools. The “lads” 
described by Willis were working class students who found school 
boring, alienating, and offering only limited opportunities. As a way 
of coping with the schoal, they rejected its narrow achievement idcal- 
omy and chose, as a rebellion, a career of manual labor. At Oldham, 
those students who hung out in the grove were middle class, but they 
rejected the school’s definition of success, and they were as disaffected 
and alienated as the lads. Smoking, cutting, coming to class late, and 
constant flirtation with school trouble were the ways in which they 
could safely reject the school’s culture and maintain a sense of dignity. 


TEACHING AS A CAREER 


A new teacher is assigned to a rectangular cement block room, given 
atextbook, and asked to teach Ave classes a day of twertt y¥-fve or more 
students, One of the problems of teaching is that thirty-five years 
later, the teacher may be using a revised edition of the same book, and 
teaching the same material, in the same room, in much the same way, 
with no additional responsibilities. After my first month in the school, 
Mike Flynn asked me how [ liked the job. ] told him the truth: [ was 
enjoying my return ta high school teaching. “Can you see yoursele 
doing this for the rest of your life?” he asked, with a smile, “It’s okay 
in the beginning, but a lot of people get bored with it after a few 
years.” 

Mike told me he liked teaching. He said that he did not want to 
get aut of education, and he did not seriously entertain notions of 
becoming a Full-time administrator, but he was not entirely comforta- 
ble with his decision to remain in the classroom, “] hope my sons 
won't be disappointed in me because I'm only a feacker,”” he said. 

Mike Flynn's reservations about career choice were not uncommon 
among the teachers. In response to a survey, 63 percent of the Oldham 
teachers answered “yes” to a question that asked, “IF you had it to do 
again, would you become a teacher?” The other 27 percent answered 
“ne” or were undecided, This statistic is similar to national polls of 
teachers, despite an absence of many of the problems experienced by 
teachers in the national sample (see Boyer, 1953; 159; Goodlad, 1984: 
172). 

In 1984, the Gallup organization published a report of teacher 
attitudes toward public education. One of the survey questions asked 
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teachers to identify the three main reasons why teachers leave the 
field. The most frequently cited responses of the high school teachers 
included: 


1. Low salazy Boz 
2. Discipline problems 41 
3. Low standing of teaching ay] 
4. Unmotivated, uninterested students 41 
&, Lack of financial suppurt Ta 
6 Lack of parental support 16 
7, Qutstanding teachers unrewarded Z5 
B, Dificulties oF advancement 19 
9, Oninterested parents 11 


(Numbers to the right indicate the percentage of teachers who in- 
cluded that issue among the top three reasons why they believed 
teachers were leaving the field. Figures add to more than 100 percent 
because of multiple answers) (A, Gallup, 1984: 102), 

Discipline, uninterested students, and the Jack of parental invalve- 
ment were not among the problems experienced by the teachers at 
Oldham High. The Qldham teachers believed they were underpaid, 
but in response to a survey of attitudes toward the Held, they sug- 
gested additional reasons for their dissatisfactions with teaching. They 
complained about the boredom, routine, and the frustrations in their 
daily work, such as poor supervision, pressures From the community, 
and paperwork. They also complained about their estrangement from 
the authority structure of the school and their lack of ownership of the 
curriculum, 

The Oldham teachers believed they had a better understanding of 
scheol problems than the administrators. The school, however, was 
run from the top down; policies, curriculum improvement, and change 
were mandated by the central administration. The teachers did not 
make schoolwide decisions about curriculum or instruction, and they 
had no Formal influence on those whe did. Their control was restricted 
to the classroom, and with little ability to influence the school beyond 
the walls of their room, the classroom (or shop or lab) had become the 
unit of the teachers’ emotional and intellectual involvement, Lortie 
refers to it as the “teachers cathexis of classrooms” (1975: 169), The 
main pleasure of the job, and often its only pleasure, was to be found 
in the classroom, Here the teachers had a sense of autonomy and 
influence found nowhere else in their working lives, and they were 
protective of their power in the classroom and reluctant to change their 
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classroom routines. They referred to the school with the definite arti- 
cle, “the school,” but the possessive pronoun was used for the class- 
roam and the students, “my room," “my kids.” 

One of the truisms of teaching is that if you don’t like kids, you 
can’t be a teacher; there is little else sustaining about the job, The 
students certainly were the best part of the job at Oldham, They were 
animated, open, and interesting. The school was working mainly be- 
cause of the quality of the students. College-bound, middle class, 
compliant students were easy to teach. They had good skills, a positive 
attitude toward school, and parents who were concerned about educa- 
tion. But students alone were not enough to nourish a career. It was 
unfair to ask students to furnish the sense of achievement, advance- 
ment, and accomplishment an adult needs to feel worthy in work. The 
students were just passing through en route to college and jobs, and 
the teacher was often stuck in the classroom. Students openly asked 
teachers questions that are not typically asked of other working adults: 
“Why are you a teacher?” “Tp you like it?” “How much longer do you 
plan to be a teacher?” At Thanksgiving, many students returning from 
college visit their former schools and teachers. The students ask: “Are 
you still teaching in the same room?” “Are you still teaching the same 
courses?” By implication they are saying: “Are you still a teacher? 
Logk at me, | have moved up, and you are still here, in high school.” 

Paul De Faro Fretted about net being able to match achievements 
with returning students who asked him, “What's new?" “So far,” he 
said, “ve always been able to say something positive. I built a cabin 
upstate; l'm working on a graduate degree in history; | bought a com- 
puter: I’m teaching myself Latin; I] got married; | went mountain climb- 
ing: I've been to Europe twice, and | learned how to sail.” 

Just being a very good teacher was not enough. If teachers wanted 
a sense of accomplishment, they had to get it outside the job. There 
was litthe room for career advancement in the school or the district. 
Good teaching was inadequately recognized. There were no senior 
teachers, or master teachers, or levels of teachers as there are levels of 
professors at universities, Teachers belong to the category of workers 
about whom common sense tells us there exists a great variation in 
ability, but for whem remuneration is tied to other things. Teachers’ 
salaries were determined solely by total number of graduate credits 
and years of experience. Individual effort could make teachers feel 
better and earn the respect of the students, but it would not get them 
a raise. 

It frustrated some teachers to work hard and not be rewarded 
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differentially. It angered some teachers to see the board of education 
withhold one teacher’s annual raise for poor teaching,? but not reward 
others for excellent teaching. The teachers had no solution. The state 
teachers’ association opposed merit pay, and the teachers knew of no 
fair method of measuring teaching success. They felt trapped in an 
inequitable system that offered them little recognition or opportunity 
for advancement. 

For those in the classroom, there was little job mobility, Switching 
jobs and moving from one school to another was difficult. Districts 
were reluctant to hire teachers with many years of experience and 
advanced degrees because they had to pay them more money than a 
new teacher Fresh out of college. Guidance, administration, and super- 
vision were the only routes that could get teachers out of the class- 
room, While counselors, principals, and department supervisors 
suffered many of the frustrations of teachers, and they openly com- 
plained about their jobs, none teld me that he or she would be willing 
bo po back ter Pull-tirce teaching, mar did most indicate that th ey missed 
their days in the ¢lassraqm, They knew that teaching was harder and 
less financially rewarding than what they were then doing, and once 
they were out of the classroom they would never return voluntarily. 

In 1984, Dr. Szabo, the superintendent of schools, resigned to 
became superintendent in a nearby district. It was a district that had 
elementary and middle schools as well asa large high scheol, and there 
was a larger stat and more buildings to oversee, His new position was 
considered to be more demanding and more prestigious, and it com- 
manded a higher salary. A few months after his appointment, he 
convinced his new district to create a position for Dr. Mokowski. She 
too would assume a position with a greater salary. 

While the building administrators and teachers were envious of 
the mobility of superintendents, few reported any sense of academic 
or personal loss, and only a handful attended the cash-bar cocktail 
party held in Dr, Szabo's honor. Tt was difficult for teachers or ad- 


"The quahty of teaching wae dl) tefined by the school Teaching succeas was not measured by 
student achievement im courses, student performance levels measured against national or stute 
none, or other quactitative measures. Teachers from ether schools er universities did mo 
evaluate teachers at Oldham. taoed teaching eeas ac urveratken cocia) realley defined by the 
Jepartovent superwisars, the building principals, and the agsistant superinbersent For curriculum. 
Poor teaching often had little to de with academic competence or the nature af academic 
instruction. One teacher was uisoisged because fe missed tow many days of school Another 
teacher was dismissed berause she had problerns with shichent discipline. The ore teacher wha 
was denied a salary increment was considered able bul burned out, lacking interest and enthusi- 
dam. (iificially, the schon claimed that his increnvent was withheld because be did mot burr ir 
written Lesson plans. There was mo school or district policy for dealing with the teacher's 
problems in ary other way 
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ministrators to cite the accomplishments of their superintendents, and 
they felt there was no justice in the ability of administrators lo take 
credit for all the good that went on in their classrooms, The teachers 
felt the central administration had little effect on their teaching, but 
because of good teaching administrators could pet better jobs. “We do 
all the work, and they get all the glory,” complained Paul De Faro. 
“Tell me, what did they ever do for me ag a teacher?" 

The routine of teaching was tiring and monotenwus, and much of 
whal we taught was offen dull, A few teachers taught the same subject 
five times a day, and one of my former university colleasues ques- 
tioned how anyone could be enthusiastic even once about the Web- 
ster-Ashburton Treaty. The job was so specialized that teachers did 
little else but repeatedly teach their narrow academic Held, with the 
blandest of books and resources, in the absence of other adults. “T 
sometimes feel like an assembly line worker in Detroit,” said one 
English teacher. “I add one part to the vehicle five times a day, 180 
days a vear. [ have no idea what the finished product is supposed to 
look like; | never get together with the other workers, and [| doubt if 
there ever was an engineer who designed all of this... I'm in this 
business for the vacations.” 

Factory metaphors were not uncommon in a job in which one day 
was much like another, characterized by fixed routines and repetitious 
wark (see Sarason, 1982), On occasion teachers wondered aloud how 
they could make teaching interesting and alive for students when they 
were too dulled by the job to show much enthusiasm, “] bored myself 
today,” said one English teacher, in a rare admission of classracom 
problems. “T let one kid go to the nurse and two others to the lav; I 
wish T could have gone with them.” 

A math teacher, with degrees in engineering and a background in 
computers, told me that every time he taught a new math course he 
became rejnvigorated in his teaching. He said that initially it was a 
challenge to make complex mathematical concepts understandable 
and enjoyable for high school students. He confided that after several 
years of teaching, he had taught all the math courses a high school 
math department offers and he did nat know what else he could de 
to maintain his interest. 

The (Oldham teachers harbored a fear they would not be able to 


th an interview, Dr. Seabe cited his comtributiuns to the district: Dropram assessment, the 
developerent af a writing style canal written by the English teachers; the passaye of a $2 
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hiring experienced teachers: develaping a Family life curriculum; and the focus om writing skills 
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sustain their enthusiasm for teaching for many years. They pointed to 
the older teachers in the school, many of whom, they claimed, had 
ance demonstrated vitality in the classroom, but who were now just 
acing through the motions, making fewer academic demands on stu- 
dents, and giving less and less of themselves every year, These were 
not teachers at the end of their careers, but people in their late thirties 
and early Forties who had twenty years or more to work before retire- 
ment. The younger teachers feared they would suffer the same fate if 
they did not get out of the classroom in time. 

In a study of human service agencies that included secondary 
school teachers, Cherniss (1980) described the phenomenon known as 
“burnout,” negative changes in work behavior brought about by the 
stress Of the job, Cherniss identified the symptoms of burnout as 
detachment, discouragement, pessimism about work, apathy, negativ- 
ism, irritability, loss of interest and creativity. These were similar to 
the symptoms of burnout reported by those Oldham teachers who had 
experienced the problem, The Oldham teachers added that the school 
had done little, if anything, to help them cope with it. “It's like every- 
thing else in teaching,” one teacher wrote. “You have to solve the 
problem yoursell.” 

Some research suggests that burnout is caused by the isalation of 
the job and the lack of a psycholowical sense of community among the 
teachers, more than the emotional or physical demands of the job 
(Farber and Miller, 1981). Working alone, with little collegiality and 
limited sense of eficacy and control, may be the greatest source of 
teacher dissatisfaction and stress. Those teachers who advised me to 
close the door of the classroom, enjov the students, and ignore the 
problems of the school and the curriculum may have been inviting 
burnout more than other teachers. 

Nlany teachers considered carcer changes. Mike Werge ran an aca- 
demic travel business on the side. Another social studies teacher 
worked as a scout for a major league baseball team. A music teacher 
worked weekends and evenings playing at parties and weddings. Sev- 
eral faculty members had real estate licenses; some ran summer camps; 
many did home repairs and landscaping. These were ways to supple- 
ment their income, but they also represented alternate careers. These 
avecations arguably detracted from the time teachers could give to 
teaching, They afforded therm less time for preparation, reading in 
their subject field, or keeping current in education, but they were 
rational responses to a system that took a great deal From teachers and 
gave back too little in return. 

[Lis not possible to look at teaching from the teachers’ perspective 
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and not sense their powerlessness and frustration, Gm-site studies of 
high schools are typically sympathetic to the problems Faced by teach- 
ers (Boyer, 1983; Goodlad, 1984; National Commisston, 1933; Sizer, 
1984). Analyses of teaching have called for greater teacher involve- 
ment in educational decision making, ranging from textbook selection 
(Boyer, 1983), through the development of technical knowledge about 
teaching (Lortie, 1975), all the way to a pedagogy of Opposition for 
social emancipation and the creation of a more just society (Giroux, 
1983). 

Implicit in this focus on teaching is that teachers are not doing, or 
are not able to do, the job expected of them. Everywhere, researchers 
find dull, lifeless classes; the absence of an academic focus; bored, 
unchallenged students; teachers mired in routine and paperwork. 
There is also a growing recognition, especially amare those whe teach 
at universities, that the attitudes taward teaching found in ex- 
perienced practitioners are markedly more negative than those exhib- 
ited by undergraduates about to enter the field. Experienced teachers 
soem less interested in academic content, less willing to take risks and 
teach about controversial issues than they Were gs undergraduates. 
There is something about the culture of the school that serves to 
discourage teachers (Palonsky and Nelson, 1980; Sarason, 1962). The 
job takes its toll on them in many ways; too often, the brightest 
teachers leave the field, and many of those who remain find difficulty 
in maintaining their enthusiasm. 

The behaviors of teachers, both desirable and undesirable, are 
developed as a rational set of responses to the demands of the job. The 
cause Of undesirable behavior lies less with the individuals than with 
the organization that forces teachers to respond as they do. There are 
those teachers who perform creditably and beyond, a3 one school critic 
notes, “in spite of all adverse conditions” (Adler, 1982: 57). While 
these teachers no doubt exist in every school, they may be anomalies 
rather than role models. Good teachers, in the context of public sec- 
ondary schools, may be examples of social deviance: They survive in 
face of all the Forces that work against them, 

National studies of teaching support teachers’ demands for higher 
salaries (Boyer, 1983; Goodlad, 1984; National Commission, 1983). 
Mote money would no doubt increase a teacher's sense of worth, and 
eliminate altruism from the list of prerequisite teacher qualities. But 
higher pay is not enough. It is not reasonable to assume that teacher 
behavior will change until the culture ef the school changes and en- 
courages teachers to play a more central role. [Ff we were able to sweep 
out all the less than good teachers overnight and replace them with 
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those who demonstrate outstanding potential for teaching, it is un- 
likely that after a year or two the schools would be very different than 
they are today, The culture of the school that produced today's teach- 
ers, left unchanged, will produce similar teachers tomorrow. 

There is mo quick fix to improve teaching, no simple remedy 
for school problems. If there had been a quick fix, it would have 
been found long ago (Carlson, 1984; i), However, the study at 
Oldham suggests some changes in schools that could help. These 
propesed changes are based on two assumptions: The first is that 
teachers are the central actors in the process of schooling, and unless 
the work of good teachers is encouraged and supported, we cannot 
have good schools (see Lightfoot, 1983), The second is that we discour- 
age good teachers by restricting their influence to the classroom, and 
defining them in all other aspects of school life as voiceless, powerless 
employees who have little influence on the ways in which schools are 
run, The culture of the schow! has to change to allow teachers to play 
an empowered role in all policy decisions, including stafting, curricu- 
lum design, instruction, supervision, counseling, and the management 
of day-to-day operations. Unless teachers feel a greater sense of per- 
sonal identification with the school and its essential processes, if is 
unlikely that they will work cooperatively toward the solution af 
school problems (cf. Roberts and Cawelti, 1984). Allowing teachers 
to play only a token role in the school’s decision-making structure 
reinforces their sense of political impotence and leads to inciffer- 
ence. 

Oldham High School may have been working as well as it could, 
given the structure of the school, Replacing the board of education, the 
superintendents, the principals, or the department supervisors would 
probably not chanre the nature of teaching very much. The problem 
was not that evil people were in positions of authority. Rather, it was 
that the teachers were excluded from the authority structure of the 
scheal. In order to change schools, there must be a sharing of the 
power to run them. 

The title of this book suggests a theatrical metaphor for teaching. 
Many teachers did see themselves as performers who competed with 
television, film, and music for the students’ attention. While most 
teachers agreed that one needed a great deal of acting skill to be a good 
teacher, if is not reasonable to expect teachers to put on five good 
shows a day, five days a week. Nine hundred shows is more than 
double the number of performances given a year by any Broadway 
actor, Pew actors would consider working in the same show for thirty- 
five or forty years, and if they did, | am sure they would demand 
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greater control than is typically afforded teachers, Teachers need 
#reater artistic control over the enterprise and more opportunities to 
direct change. They need to be not only the actors but the directors, 
designers, and producers of the show. If we want brieht, creative, 
individuals teaching in our classrooms, we must reconsider teaching in 
order to make the job more attractive to the most able candidates. 


APPENDIX 
Ss 
METHODOLOGY 


A few words on the research methodology used in this study and the 
model on which it rests are in order. The model assumes that individu- 
als and groups develop reasonable responses toe the demands of their 
lives which may not be understood by outsiders, but which become 
understandable once you ect close to the situation or become a part 
of it (Goffman, 1961; Schutz, 1967). Reality, those social phenomena 
we recognize as existing apart From our volition or imagination, is 
socially constructed (Berger and Luckmann, 1966), That is to say, 
those beliefs about our social world we commonly think of as real are 
created and sustained or discarded by the ongoing interactions of thase 
who make up that social world. Implicit in this perspective is that 
social objects and social phenomena have few intrinsic meanings other 
than those people assign to them. The reality of farnily life ig devel- 
oped by the family members; the reality of teaching is developed by 
the teachers. What constitutes a satisfying marriage can only be 
defined by the marriage partners; what constitutes a satisfying job can 
only be defined by the workers. 

This perspective is referred to as the sociology of Knowledge! It 
considers the construction of reality to be part of the normal LChiViky 
by which people make sense out of their world and derive a measure 
of satisfaction From it (Berger and Luckmann, 1966; Schutz and Luck- 
mann, 1973), People are viewed as the makers of their own social 
world (Berger and Luckmann, 1966; Schiller, 1969; Stehr and Meja, 
1984), Ikis notin the sense of an actual creation of a social world from 
nothingness. Rather, it is a view which explains the construction of 


"Lewis Coser traces the history of the seciology of Knowledge in Burape and the United States 
dod indicates leew st has merged with other areas af research. He noted that elds such as the 
sercloling y wf thie Prialeabtae, EBne sceiohopy oF SETEIILE, dal esearch en ples aval social ivieraction 
are in pact derived From. the seciclogy of knowledge, We writes; “Many practitioners of what 
is in Pack the sociployy of koowledge ouy at times be rather surprised when it is puinted out 
that, like Morsieur Jourdain, they have been dalking prowe’ all along.” (Coeer, 19d: AZ) 
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society through the action of human thought and communication 
(Schutz, 1947), People are considered raticrial, cooperative beings who 
seek to understand their lives, and in the process of doing so, they 
create meanings and myths, and develop institutions and a social 
order. 

The sociology of knowledge perspective draws on such disparate 
sources as Parsons and Marx (Merton, 1957). Some of its adherents 
eredit its philosophic origins to American pragmatists such as James, 
Peirce, and Dewey (Durkheim, 1983; Schutz, 1967). Others see influ- 
ence fram Schutz (Mercer and Covey, 1980; Young, 1971), from 
George Herbert Mead (Mead, 1956), from Mannheim (Apple, 1974), 
and Scheler and Nietsche (Berger and Luckmann, 1966), Some educa- 
tional sociologists claim it is related to the symbolic interactionist 
approach of Blumer (1962) and Shibutani (1967) through a commen 
debt owed to George Herbert Mead (Karabel and Halsey, 1977), but 
its emphasis remains on the construction of differing realities, while 
the interactionists focus on the development of consensual agreements 
and shared meanings. 

What these sociologists, social psychologists and philosophers 
hold in common is a rejection of the behavioral notion that humans 
are merely plastic objects whose actions and thoughts are created and 
shaped by their environment. Humans are viewed, by those who 
subscribe to a socially created world, as dynamic actors in their own 
lives who give meaning to the world as it acts upon them. In part, they 
accept the world they have inherited, but they tend mot just to react 
to it; they reconstruct it, or remake it for their own purposes (Durk- 
heim, 1983). According ta George Herbert Mead, 


Human society ... does not merely stamp the pattern of its organized 
sucial behavior wpon any one of its individual members, so that the 
pattern becomes likewise the pattern of the individual's self; it also, at the 
same time, gives him a mind, ... And his mind enables him in turn ta 
stamp the pattern of his further developing self (further developing 
through his mental activity) upon the structure or organizalion of human 
society, and thus in a degree, to reconstruct and modify in terms of his 
celf the general pattern of social or group behavior in terms of which his 
self was originally constituted. (NMiead, 1956: 251] 


Meanings are created in every social environment. On the job, 
workers interpret their work, define its importance and their involve- 
ment with it (Miller, 1991; Maclver, 1964). By their daily interactions 
and responses to the complex demands of work, teachers at Oldham 
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High created and maintained a social reality about teaching, a defini- 
tional and interpretational set of characteristics about the job and 
themselves as teachers which they understood as reality. They con- 
structed altitudes toward work and one another as a response to the 
context or environment of their work, They gave meaning to their 
work beyond that which could be found in official job descriptions, 
but which was readily understood by other teachers. 

The sociology of knowledge perspective implies that complex so- 
cial relationships are best understood From the vantage point of a 
co-actor in that situation, [F you want to know what it is like to be a 
teacher, if you want to know why it is that teachers behave as they 
do, you must work as a teacher, subjecting yourself For an extended 
period of time to the same routines, rewards, penallies, and problems 
to which teachers are subjected (Cicourel et al., 1974). 

For a period of twe years | was a teacher in Oldham High School. 
Most of the events reported here took place during the rst year,* but 
ny perspective as a teacher was an ongoing product developed over 
the two-year period, My perspective on teaching was not that of the 
administraters, guidance counselors, or supervisors, and it may not 
have been that of every teacher in the school. It was probably not 
shared by some of the women teachers in a school in which, typical 
of public high schools, there was a very sharp division between the 
forty-six males and the twenty females on the faculty (cf. Lieberman 
and Miller, 1984; Lortie, 1975), The segregation by sex was voluntary, 
but women interacted mainly with women, and men with men, and 
they constructed separate views of cach other and the job. My per- 
spective was more heavily influenced by the social studies teachers 
with whom | suffered common problems, the Faculty with whom I ate 
lunch or shared a free period, and those teachers with whom I talked 
while we were on duty in the lobby or the library. My view of the job 
was reinforced by interviews and surveys, and my perspective was 
influenced by most of the teachers in the building. | beliewe that most 
af the teachers would support my description of teaching, if met my 
analysis of it, 

In order to describe teaching from the perspective of the teacher, 
it was necessary to participate in the interactions of the faculty and 
become part of the culture ef school over the course of an academic 
vear. Ib was necessary to collect data that covered the full range of 


"To have certain events introduced For the readers’ consideration, Linchided a few that took. place 
ducing the sscond year of my teaching. These are limited to the incident with Bobby Daria; Paul 
Lhe Fara’s exchange wth the parent CSHILETIUIEN d plana tripe: peti Wlerge's alory abst a 
atadent Ered beac my invelverent with the “eifiod ard dalencted peogram”; and the superinter- 
dent's speech praissip feacdwers 
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teaching experiences from vacations and smaw days to fire drills and 
unannounced observations. Ethnographic research design provided 
the methodology by which the world of teachers could be examined 
in its natural setting. Ethnography is a set of field research procedures 
that affords researchers access bo the cultural setting they are investi- 
gating, and that allows them to take part in the group processes in 
which social realities are constructed and maintained. 

In ethnographic research, explanations of behavior are made con- 
textually; the phenonema are viewed not as isolated variables, but as 
part of complex interrelationships that may be hidden from outsiders, 
but that are readily understood by insiders. The research methodol- 
ogy? is most often associated with anthropolegy (Goctz and Le 
Compte, 1984; Pelto and Pelte, 1978; Spindler, 1982). [t was developed 
by nineteenth-century anthropologists whe wanted to abandon their 
armchair speculations in favor of field research and the participant's 
perspective on a foreign culture, [In this vein, Malinowski has been 
referred to as the first researcher to pitch his tent in a native village, 
observing and recording what went on in the manner of a participant 
in the social setting and a scientifie observer whe tried to describe the 
native’s point oF view and “his vision of his world” (Wax, 1971; see 
Malinowski, 1922), 

In the 1920s and 1930s, the Chicago School of sociologists adopted 
field techniques of data gathering and applied the intellectual tenets 
of their academic discipline to these data (Goetz and Le Compte, 1984: 
14). The anthropologists developed the methodology in order ta make 
the strange Familiar, The sociologists amended it and made the familiar 
sufficiently strange so that commonplace events and institutions could 
be held apart from our everyday experiences and studied a5 unique 
social phenomena, Twentieth-century researchers have adapted the 
methodology and “pitched their tents” in slums (Whyte, 1943), strect- 
corner societies (Licbow, 1967), among ethnic minorities ((sans, 1962), 
and mental patients (Coffman, 1961}. 

Anthropelovical research methods have only recently Found their 
way into the field of education. Typically, as (soetz and Le Compte 
note, education graduate students are trained in psychology, and the 
research models used in education courses most often reflect the quan- 
titative models favored by experimental psychologists (1934: 1). In the 
past ten years, researchers in education have demonstrated none of 


TAL Tis writing, dhe tec post cursent and helpful sources are (oes ard Le Compte (1944) and 
Spindler (1S). Goets and be Compte offer am excellent text om the methodology with an 
extensive bibliography. Spindler provides tourteen examples of ethnographic studies, a usetul 
chapter an the socthodelegy, and am introduction by te editer. This appemdi= draws heawily 
fram bath scurces 
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their previous reluctance to “go native,” and ethnographies have pro- 
liferated, Ethnographers have studied the major actors in schools, in- 
cluding principals (¥¥olcott, 1973), teachers (McPherson, 1972), and 
high school students (Cusick, 1973). Researchers have also looked at 
the overt and covert processes of schooling (Henry, 1963), classroom 
life (Mechan, 1979; Smith and Geottrey, 1965), the hidden curriculum 
(Gearing and Epstein, 1982), and classroom questioning (Heath, 1982). 
There is so much ethnographic research being done in education 
that even those who once urged its use in school settings caution that 
its Power as a research tool may have been diminished through inap- 
propriate application or design, and they urge more careful adherence 
to the principles and limits of the methodology (Spindler, 1982; Goctz 
and Le Compte, 1984; Rist, 1980; Wilcox, 1982). Ethnographic designs 
in education have been discussed by Bogdan and Biklen (1982), Dob- 
bert (1982), Cioetz and Le Compte (1984), and Spindler (1982), among 
others, In general, the criteria for good ethnography include; 


1. Extensine Field Obseranfiars. 

It is necessary to spend a great deal of time in the field under a wide 
range of circumstances, The social reality reported is that of the partic- 
ipant in that setting, and the social setting must be understood fram 
the perspective of the participant. Phenomena must be observed re- 
peatedly before they can be considered other than secial anomalies. 
The knowledge the participants in that setting use to guide their 
behavior must be observed in context and under varied circumstances, 


2. Hypotheses and Questions to Explore Should Se Develaped in fhe Field. 

While there ts disagreement whether the methodology ts limited 
to studies that generate rather than test hypotheses (Geer, 1964: 209), 
itis generally agreed that hypotheses developed before entering the 
field tempt the researcher to expose himself or herself to the data 
nenrandomly, or selectively pereeive them in an attempt at verifica- 
tion. Warking hypotheses should be developed after initial exposure 
in the Reld. They should spring from the repetitions or incongruitics 
in the feld data, and they should be refined and tested by examining 
their explanatory power in light of subsequent data, The researcher 
cunnet pretend to enter the field fabuja rasa, but he or she must be 
receptive to unanticipated events or negative findings. 


3. Date Gathering Should Not Se Limited to Obseroation. ; 

Ethnography is typically considered te be a multimethod research 
design, Participant observation is the principal means by which eth- 
nographers gather data, but researchers are encouraged to use addi- 
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tional techniques or devices that allow them to gather information and 
check perceptions. The faith of the researcher in his or her conclusions 
is increased when they are supported by two or more independent data 
sources. Ethnographers often use Lape recorders, and film and video 
recorders. Interviews and questionnaire schedules are developed in the 
Reld to explore or corroborate observed phenomena, and special inter- 
view procedures are used so that the respondents’ views of the culture 
are allowed to emerge without the bias of the interviewer obtruding 
(Spradley, 1979}. 


4. Ethnagraphers Showld Work Toward Achieving Social Intimacy with Suhjects. 

The researchers must take part in the social constructions of reality 
that guide the subjects’ lives. The researchers and subjects must be 
exposed to the same routines and pressures. Researchers must speak 
the same language as their subjects, and they must learn to see things 
as the subjects see them (cf. Bruyn, 1966; 1381-153). The researchers 
must also, on a regular basis, look for confirmation of those things 
which they observe but which are unverbalized by the subjects. As 
Spindler netes, “a significant task of the ethnographer is... to make 
explicit what ts implicit and tacit... (1982: 7}. 


5. Ethnopraphers Showld Try fo Leave fhe Cielture Infact. 

The ethnographer tries to become a nermal and accepted member 
of the community under investigation, but he or she does not attempt 
to change the behavior of its members or their view of themselves, 
Researchers, whenever possible, should inform the subjects of the 
nature of their work. The research, hopefully, should be of beneht to 
someone in addition to the researcher, but at the very least it should 
be designed ta do as little harm as possible. 


& Selection af Apsropriate Research Roles, 

Participant observation is the principal method of data collection 
in ethnographic studies (see Bruyn, 1966; Friedrichs and Ludtke, 
1975). The researcher must assume a rele that allows him or her to 
become a part of the groups under investigation, There are any num- 
ber of roles available, ranging fram complete observation to complete 
participation (Goold, 1969; 373-378), In the former role, the researcher 
is removed from any direct interaction with informants, obviating the 
need ta explain his or her presence, It is the role often assumed by 
tesearchers studying classroom interactions involving clementary 
school students (see Jackson, 1968; Mehan, 1979). Complete participa- 
tion involves role pretense; the researcher does not inform the infor- 
mants that he or she is conducting a Geld investigation. In a study of 
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the secial situation of mental patients, Golfman (1961) assumed a 
series Of safe roles (e@.g.. an assistant to the athletic director) that 
brought him inte direct contact with his informants, although not as 
one of them, 


In 1982 | had decided to spend a year as a high school teacher for 
the purpose of renewing my experience, honing my classroom skills, 
and gathering data for an ethnographic study. I had begun casting 
about for schoels in which | could work, and the friend and forrner 
student referred te in this reporting as Paul De Faro suggested that | 
consider Oldham, The Webster-Oldham School District was a young, 
erowing district which every year hired a few social studies teachers, 
Paul cautioned me that the school was not typical of high schools in 
the state: [It was wealthy, white, and working reasonably well. 

The selection of a research site and sample is critical to all research. 
In quantified research, the sample must be representative of the uni- 
verse under consideration, The nytion of randomness suggests that the 
procedure for choosing the sample is such that all members of a popu- 
lation are ensured of an equally likely chance of being selected (see 
Kerlinger, 1973: 118). Oldham High School was not selected randomly 
from the universe of high schools or from the subset of all suburban 
Mew York area high schools. Similar to site selection in other ethno- 
graphies, Oldham was chosen for study largely because it was availa- 
ble (cf, Cusick, 1973; 218-219). The absence of random selection 
procedures invites questions about the generalizability of the findings. 
Are ethnographies limited to site-specific conclusions? How much of 
the social reality of the Oldham teachers can be assumed to be that 
of any other high school teachers? To what extent can the conclusions 
of this study be applied to other schools and teachers? 

Oldham High is not considered representative or typical of all high 
schools. However, there are essential commonalities among high 
school teachers that allow them to construct comparable realities from 
a shared pool of social knowledge, and permits researchers to general- 
ize from nenrandom samples. High school teachers experience a num- 
ber of similarities, including sociocconomic status, training, education, 
the structure of the school and the school day, and isolation and 
powerlessness on the job. A comparison of survey data of national 
samples of teachers and the Oldham teachers sugeests a great 
similarity in their attitudes and perceptions, despite demographic dif- 
ferences, Although the school was wealthy and tranquil, the attitudes 
of the Oldham teachers were not discontinuous with those of the 
general population of teachers, 
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While working at Oldham, I would have preferred a research rele 
that permitted me to be open with the teachers about my research, 
While it may have detracted From the genuineness of our initial in- 
teractions, it would have been more honest and responsible to tell 
them that I was observing their behavior and keeping detailed field 
notes and a record of our conversations, However, my research role 
was confused by oy employment status, The university at which Thad 
been teaching For cight years decided it no longer was in need of me, 
and | was not only collecting material for an ethnography of Oldharn 
High School, J had te try to Ait in well enough to be acceptable as an 
employee, | planned instruction, prepared tests, and subnutted lesson 
plans as did the other teachers, 

After the first year in the school, | wrote a prospectus for the book 
and submitted it for consideration ta Random House publishers, The 
prospectus contained material that is part of the first chapter and an 
outline of the remaining chapters. After we signed a contract for the 
book, I felt both free and obliged te tell the teachers and administra- 
tors that | was going to write about the schval. In April 1984, at a 
repularly scheduled faculty meeting, ] invited the teachers to talk te 
me about any of their concerns and to clear up any misconceptions 
about what I was doing. At that point | sought out members of the 
Faculty to ask for their confirmation about the way in which | had 
perceived past events, conversations, and disagreements. The faculty 
and administration were very supportive, although understandably 
apprehensive. 

I administered two surveys to the faculey and conducted a series 
of formal interviews. ] interviewed the president of the board of edu- 
cation; the superintendent of schools; the assistant superintendent for 
curriculum; the new building principal; the assistant principal; and the 
head of pupil personne! services. Interviews were also conducted with 
the director of athletics, the coordinater of student activities, the social 
studies supervisor, seven teachers, and one guidance counselor. When 
the manuscript was complete, | asked four teachers in the school te 
read it and comment on the accuracy of the reported events and 
conversations, 

By late spring, | explained to the students in my classes whal T was 
working on and asked them to help. | gave them several writing 
assignuments that asked them to describe the school, the classroom, the 
cafeteria, and the lobby. | also asked them to reeall their frst impres- 
sions of the building and their teachers. A composite of these impres- 
sions was included in the text in these instances where I wanted to 
report the students’ perspective. In order to gather additional data, I 
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returned to the school several times after | had resumed teaching at the 
university, 

For several reasons, | decided to report mainly those events that 
took place during my first year in the school, My perceplions were 
sharper when I first began teaching. | was not yet part of the culture, 
and [could view it as an outsider, Those bits of social reality that were 
so Vivid in my first year became part of the scenery in the second year. 
Also, by the second year | developed friendships among the teachers, 
and [ became mere of an apologist for the school, This problem in field 
work ts sumetimes referred to a5 an “over-rapport with the natives” 
that limits the researcher's objectivity and lines of inquiry (Ebleif, 
Lod: 393). 

There was a more political reason for focusing on the first year of 
the Held work. | had begun this research without the school’s knowl- 
edee, and | wanted te be sure that nu one would be hurt by my 
reporting. At the time of publication, tenure decisions will have been 
made on all the faculty members and administrators mentioned. In 
some ways, Lhis self-imposed limitation is unfortunate. It does not 
allow me te discuss the changes that took place after Larry Silverman 
became principal during the second year, or the very popular appoint- 
ment of a new supervisor in mathematics who brought a model of 
academic freshness and a spirit of collegiality to his department, 

A third reason for focusing on the first year concerned an unofficial 
counseling role | assumed during the second year. A student in one of 
my classes sought me out as a confidant. The student was troubled, 
possibly self-destructive. | discussed the problem extensively with the 
guidance department, the scheol psychologist, and the student's par- 
ents. To write about the second year would have necessitated violating 
too many confidences. 

There are other limitations on this study. Ehleif claims that every 
profession has three types of seerets: open, hidden, and dark (1974: 
389). Anyone who spends any time with teachers, in or out of school, 
can easily learn their open secrets; their idealism; their genuine con- 
cern for students; their enjoyment of the classroom; their dislike of 
clerical tasks; their cory humor. The open secrets are readily accesst- 
ble, The hidden secrets are generally unknowable by outsiders. These 
are the wavs in which the teachers view themselves, their work, the 
students, and the administrators. The hidden secrets also include the 
ideology of the job, the patterns of the daily behavior of the teachers, 
the extent to which they work hard, and the extent to which their job 
is pleasant, pressured, or petty. The hidden secrets are the basic stuff 
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of everyday life of a teacher, both good and bad. The dark secrets are 
those the teachers never discuss in public, and rarely in private. These 
concern their worst fears about themselves, their abilities, and their 
usefulness, as well as their more basic passions, fantasies, and the 
patterns of alcohol and substance abuse. These secrets are sometimes 
muttered to sympathetic colleagues over a drink, or shared with a 
spouse, or kept ter oneself. 

This ethnography of teaching is a description and an analysis of the 
hidden secrets of the faculty as a collective body; it avoids probing inta 
the dark secrets of individual teachers, Tt is an examination of the 
inschool behavior of teachers and their interactions with students, 
administrators, and the curriculum. The purpose of this study was to 
examine the working environment of teachers and to explain teaching 
From their point of view. Qut-of-school behavior of individual teach- 
ers is of concern here only when it was known by members of the 
echoo] community and/or it affected their teaching. 

All research is subjected to questions of adequacy. Is it accurate? 
Does it measure and describe what it thinks it does? Would indepen- 
dent researchers discover the same things? Can the study be re- 
plicated? These questions of validity and reliability are widely 
discussed in ethnographic literature (Goetz and Le Compte, 1984; Pelto 
and Pelto, 1978). Ethnography is often self-conscious in face of chal- 
lenges from numbers-crunching quantitative researchers because field 
research lacks statistical tests for validity and reliability. Some ethnog- 
raphers bee the question by stating that their research is not designed 
ta test hypotheses, but to generate them for future verification using 
mathematically measurable means [see Goetz and Le Compte, 198-4; 
209; Cusick, 1973; 231), They argue that ethnographic research, at least 
in part, is designed to find patterns of behavior that can later be 
examined by experimental manipulations and statistical analyses. 
However, many ethnographers are less timid, claiming that the results 
of a good ethnography are as sound as these of any other carefully 
designed and honestly pursued research, and some even claim that 
they can be more powerful than the conclusions from tightly con- 
trolled laboratory studies (cf. Bronfenbrenner, 1976). 

In the absence of statistical manipulations, the ethnographic re- 
searcher must provide adequate descriptions and explanations to dem- 
onstrate ample expesure to the culture and an understanding of the 
reality of the respondents. In addition, the researcher must convince 
the reader that he or she (1) has conducted the research objectively and 
Fairly; (2) was able to develop an intimacy with the respondents ane 
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an understanding of their perspective; (3) did not selectively expose 
himself or herself to the data; (4) did not selectively perceive them; (5) 
was mot suffering from blunted perceptions; (6) was investigating 
phenomena and respondents that were not atypical or unique; and (7) 
used a methodology that ecnerated data that could not readily have 
been obtained by other means. 
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